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The greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see something, and 
tell what it saw in a plain way. Hundreds of people can talk for one who can think, 
but thousands can think for one who can see. To see clearly is poetry, prophecy, 
and religion, — all in one.  1
 
My interest in the thought of John Ruskin became a passion when I heard these lines, 
found in the third volume of  Modern Painters , and they have been echoing and re-echoing in my 
inner ear ever since.  I came to the Historic Preservation program at Columbia because, having 
written my undergraduate thesis on Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophy of history, I believed that the 
act of preserving historic architecture had the potential to put Nietzsche’s theory into practice by 
realizing what he describes as the ideal relationship between individuals, peoples, and civilizations 
with their history. In the broadest terms, Nietzsche believed that there were three historical 
modes: the monumental, the antiquarian, and the critical. The monumental mode is characterized 
by the impulse to act and strive, the antiquarian is characterized by the impulse to preserve and 
revere, and the critical is characterized by the impulse to drag history before the tribunal and 
ultimately condemn it. Nietzsche argued that when individuals, peoples, and civilizations strike a 
balance between these three modes then history becomes a generative force that uses the best of 
the past to foster a progressive future.   2
In my first semester of the program, I saw the drama of balancing monumental, 
antiquarian, and critical historical impulses play out in the seemingly disparate philosophies of 
John Ruskin and Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc. I was captivated by the approaches of both 
thinkers because, within the Nietzschean conception, we see not so much a binary opposition as 
different ways of balancing historical impulses in the interest of achieving the same outcome: 
1 John Ruskin,  Modern Painters  (Library Edition Volume III, part IV, chapter XVI), London: George Allen, 
1903. 333 
2  Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche,  On the Uses and Disadvantages of History for Life , trans. R.J. Hollingdale 




namely, the preservation of historic architecture for the individuals, peoples, and civilizations that 
inherit it as a part of their cultural heritage. The fact that Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc were 
contemporaries of Nietzsche further highlighted what I have come to understand as a shared 
grappling with the significance of “history” and “heritage” in the crucible of the nineteenth 
century—the historical moment where the constant flux and relentless modernization that are the 
hallmarks of our own time really began in earnest.  
The Nietzschean drama of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc brought me to Robert Hewison’s 
seminar on Ruskin in the spring of my first year in the program, where, at the beginning of the 
first session, Professor Hewison opened his lecture with the lines quoted above. To see something 
and tell about it in a plain way...I had seen different but not polarized approaches to preserving 
historic architecture in the work of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc but the challenge before me, 
especially in an understanding predicated on the philosophy of Nietzsche, would be to tell about it 
in a plain way. The key to surmounting this challenge came when Professor Hewison alerted me to 
the fact that the Ruskin Library and Research Centre at Lancaster University had acquired 
Ruskin’s own copy of Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire Raisonné de l'Architecture Française du XIe 
au XVIe Siècle , that it is full of Ruskin’s marginalia, and that no one had properly studied it. 
Through funding from the Class of 2018 Summer Prize and a Stones of Venice Scholarship from 
the Ruskin Library, I had the opportunity to undertake the first comprehensive study of Ruskin’s 
copy of the  Dictionnaire –an experience that has left me filled with wonder by the extent of the 
new knowledge that this single resource presents on a subject long considered closed by scholars. 
With nearly a thousand distinct instances of Ruskin’s private notes and musings in the margins of 
Viollet-le-Duc’s work, this primary source offers a close look at the sinew between two of the 
major bookends in our field, one that demonstrates a rich and lovely complication where scholars 




This work is not a comprehensive study of Ruskin’s marginalia in Viollet-le-Duc’s 
Dictionnaire.  To analyze the whole of the marginalia would be an undertaking far greater in scope, 
and requiring far subtler analysis, than can be achieved in the space of a master’s thesis. This 
thesis is a prolegomena to a truly comprehensive study of Ruskin’s marginalia. A prolegomena is a 
critical or a discursive introduction to a book. Just as Nietzsche’s  Untimely Meditations  were 
written for an audience “not of his time,” one that did not exist yet, and just as Ruskin and 
Viollet-le-Duc’s respective attitudes towards historic buildings both conceived of their significance 
as partly for generations that have not yet come, this thesis is indeed an untimely 
introduction—both critical and discursive—to a project that has yet to be undertaken. The Oxford 
English Dictionary identifies the root of “prolegomena” as: “Mid 17th century: via Latin from 
Greek, passive present participle (neuter) of prolegein ‘say beforehand’, from pro ‘before’ + legein 
‘say’”  True to these roots, there is much that must be said before the far greater project of 3
forming a comprehensive understanding of the significance of Ruskin’s marginalia in 
Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire is going to be possible.  
This thesis is, thus, the laying of a groundwork—one that seeks to understand Ruskin and 
Viollet-le-Duc first in their own words, and then to trace the origins and diffusion of the 
now-prevailing notion of their polarity through a historical discourse analysis. This groundwork 
prepares us to discern the significance of a single part of Ruskin’s marginalia, one that suggests a 
serious disconnect between our understanding of Ruskin’s equivocation with Viollet-le-Duc and 
Ruskin’s own. Within Viollet-le-Duc’s section on sculpture, Ruskin scrawls, across two pages, as if 
in a scream “ Here the great flaw in the man !” and he circles a large section of text. In this 
particular section of the text, Viollet-le-Duc is discussing how unlikely it is that the  bourgeoisie  of 
medieval Europe gave up their own self-interest for sufficiently extended periods of time and in a 




sufficient number of cases to erect the great cathedrals, citing the very geometry of the buildings 
as evidence that there was a professional force behind their construction. This flies in the face of 
Ruskin’s theory of the “lamp of sacrifice,” and here we have Ruskin, in his own hand, identifying 
explicitly that  here ,  this  is his problem with Viollet-le-Duc. The prevailing understanding, since the 
rise of William Morris’ “Antiscrape” movement, is that the two men equivocate on the lamps of 
Truth and Memory (e.g. the problematics related to idealized restorations), not on the lamp of 
Sacrifice (e.g. the spirit in which gothic architecture was constructed).  
The teaching of the history and theory of Historic Preservation is often predicated on 
precisely this understanding. There is a tendency to vilify Viollet-le-Duc on the one hand — 
characterizing his approach as violent to historic fabric, “Disney-fied” in terms of its aesthetics, 
and absurd in its idealism. On the other hand, there is an over-eagerness to invoke the name of 
Ruskin as a justification for taking excessively “hands off” approaches to the care, conservation, 
and maintenance of historic buildings and for being excessively precious about “authenticity” — 
itself a problematic term. By predicating the teaching of the historical and theoretical context for 
Historic Preservation on these characterizations, we perpetuate a notion of antagonism and 
polarity that obscures the true complication, nuance, and kindredness at the heart of the dynamic 
between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc. The true polarity is between the “scrape” and the 
“antiscrape,” between, for example, John Ruskin and George Gilbert Scott. This thesis 
demonstrates that Viollet-le-Duc’s approach to working with historic buildings lies somewhere 
between Scott’s “scraped” approach and the Ruskinian “antiscrape.” This thesis is an invitation to 
embrace the rather more complicated truth that Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc relate to each other in 
an ideological spectrum rather than in a tidier (but intellectually lazy) conceptualization premised 
on mutual exclusivity. As such, this thesis is a critique of preservation pedagogy in addition to 




What I saw in Ruskin’s marginalia was a revelation that the flaw Ruskin found in 
Viollet-le-Duc had to do with spirit, not necessarily practice. What follows is my attempt to tell 
about what I saw in a plain way by first analyzing what Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc say about 
restoration in their own words, seeking to identify where the now-prevailing notion of polarity 
began, and then analyzing contemporary academic discourse on the dynamic between their 
thought. I will conclude by putting this theoretical framework in dialogue with Ruskin’s 
identification of his “great flaw” in Viollet-le-Duc as hinging on the Lamp of Sacrifice, exploring 
how this revelation elucidates a rich and lovely complication in the dynamic between these two 
founders of the modern preservation movement. My hope is that by beginning to shed light on the 
complication and nuance that has always existed between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc, we as 
preservationists will be empowered to lead the field into a greater efficacy—one born through 
deeper theoretical self-knowledge and greater historical self-awareness. This kind of efficacy has 
the potential to enrich the way we preserve historic architecture for the individuals, peoples, and 
civilizations that inherit it as a part of their cultural heritage by helping us recognize why that 
work mattered at the beginning of the movement and why it matters now. The disconnect between 
these positions invites us to reappraise the role of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc in contemporary 
Historic Preservation, reconciling their kindred philosophies on the grounds of a shared democratic 
impulse that lies at the heart of their enduring relevance to the field. The sum of this work 
amounts to a prolegomena—the critical and discursive “saying beforehand”—the laying of a 
groundwork that will make understanding the comprehensive significance of Ruskin’s marginalia 









The Ten Volumes of John Ruskin’s Copy of Viollet-le-Duc’s Dictionnaire in the Ruskin 















































John Ruskin, comment in the marginalia in Viollet-le-Duc’s Dictionnaire reading “ Here 























RUSKIN AND VIOLLET-LE-DUC ON RESTORATION 
 
This inquiry into the dynamic between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc begins with a close comparative                           
reading of each man’s published articulation of his attitude towards working with historic                         
architecture. Before it is possible to understand where the the now-prevailing understanding of a                           
theoretical polarity began, before analyzing modern academic discourse on their dynamic, and                       
before it is possible to understand the significance of Ruskin’s private commentary in the margins                             
of Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire , it is necessary to first listen closely to Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc                           
in their own words. Upon close analysis, even the canonical passages often quoted to support the                               
notion of a theoretical divide demonstrate more nuance than mutual exclusivity.  
Ruskin’s Definition of Restoration 
In  The  Seven Lamps of Architecture  (1849), Ruskin makes his famous attack on 
restoration: 
Do not let us talk then of restoration. The thing is a Lie from beginning to end. You may 
make a model of a building as you may of a corpse, and your model may have the shell of the 
old walls within it as your cast might have the skeleton, with what advantage I neither see 
nor care: but the old building is destroyed, and that more totally and mercilessly than if it 
had sunk into a heap of dust, or melted into a mass of clay: more has been gleaned out of 
desolated Nineveh than ever will be out of re-built Milan. But, it is said, there may come a 
necessity for restoration! Granted. Look the necessity full in the face, and understand it on 
its own terms. It is a necessity for destruction. Accept it as such, pull the building down, 
throw its stones into neglected corners, make ballast of them, or mortar, if you will; but do 
it honestly, and do not set up a Lie in their place.  4
 
All restoration is a lie—and as Ruskin explicates in “The Lamp of Truth,” falsehood, especially in 
the absence of great temptation (read “need”) is the “most flatly opposite to the Almighty” of all of 
the sins of man. It is a lie “from beginning to end,” in its entirety.  Ruskin makes a clear 5
delineation between “building” and “architecture” at the beginning of his  Seven Lamps. No one 





“needs” architecture,  mere  building satisfies the true, basic, and fundamental human needs for 
shelter and protection. Restoration, then, belongs to that other, loftier art which exists above and 
beyond mere building and which lends itself to lesser, more superficial temptations:  architecture . In 
the absence of an acceptable restoration, Ruskin calls for preservation. Preservation is a  proactive 
verb:  
Take proper care of your monuments, and you will not need to restore them. A few sheets 
of lead put in time upon a roof, a few dead leaves and sticks swept in time out of a 
water-course, will save both roof and walls from ruin. Watch an old building with an 
anxious care; guard it as best you may, and at any cost, from every influence of dilapidation. 
Count its stones as you would jewels of a crown; set watches about it as if at the gates of a 
besieged city; bind it together with iron where it loosens; stay it with timber where it 
declines; do not care about the unsightliness of the aid: better a crutch than a lost limb; and 
do this tenderly, and reverently, and continually, and many a generation will still be born 
and pass away beneath its shadow.  6
 
Ruskin’s edict is both future anterior and the subjunctive form of the future perfect. In 
order for a building to survive  honestly , it  will have been properly cared for as it perpetually 
should  have been. If a building truly matters, do the preventative maintenance necessary to 
prevent the need for restoration. For Ruskin, a building is a living thing, one capable of 
living for ages on end if a few sheets of lead are put on the roof in time and the gutters are 
routinely cleaned. “Watch an old building with an anxious care.” Guard it. Spare no 
expense. Shield it from every influence of dilapidation. “ Count its stones as you would 
jewels of a crown.” Watch it. Bind it. Stay it. Privilege survival over cosmetics. Failing 
this,  the building’s “day of evil” will come. When it comes, Ruskin asserts that the building 
ought to be laid to rest with honesty and dignity: “let no dishonoring and false substitute 
deprive it of the funerary offices of memory.”  7
 
 






Viollet-le-Duc’s Definition of Restoration 
Publishing his  Dictionnaire Raisonné de l'Architecture Française du XIe au XVIe Siècle 
some five years after Ruskin published  The Seven Lamps of Architecture , beginning in 1854 with 
the first volume and ending in 1868 with the ninth and tenth volume, Viollet-le-Duc  seemingly 
takes a different approach, writing in his section on “Restoration” in the  Dictionnaire  that:  
Both the word and the thing are modern. To restore an edifice means neither to maintain it, 
nor to repair it, nor to rebuild it; it means to reestablish it in a finished state, which many in 
fact never have actually existed at any given time.  8
 
The divergence from Ruskin’s principles is explicitly clear. Viollet-le-Duc’s position 
presupposes that the “proper care” that Ruskin prescribes has not been taken, and rather 
than relegate the consequentially undermined building to the “funerary office of memory,” 
Viollet-le-Duc calles for rebirth and reincarnation. What Ruskin would call a “Lie,” 
Viollet-le-Duc would call “modern.”  Viollet-le-Duc in no way wallows in matters of the 
subjunctive “should” and instead uses the indicative “is.” Restoration is neither good or 
bad, it simply “is.” To restore an old building is not about the past, “both the word and the 
thing are modern.” The building may be of the past, but restoration is of the present in the 
interest of the future. 
Viollet-le-Duc further elucidates how he defines the nature of restoration in this 
section of the  Dictionnaire.  Giving credence to the characterizations of Francoise  Bercé, 
Bruno Foucart, and Martin Bressani, in his  Dictionnaire  entry on restoration 
Viollet-le-Duc observes that there is no Latin word that captures “restoration” in its 
modern connotation. Rather, Viollet-le-Duc emphasizes that all Latin connotations mean to 
8 Eugene Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc,  Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture française du XIe au XVIe siècle 




“make anew.”  The distinction that Viollet-le-Duc makes is between 19th-century 9
connotations of of “restorations” as operating along 18th-century (and earlier) principles 
of archaeology and presuppositions that strict empiricism makes it possible for an 
individual to step outside of history and reach back into the past. This is what 
Viollet-le-Duc means when he says that “both the word and the thing are  modern .” 
Viollet-le-Duc is using “modern” as in  modernity —e.g. subsequent to the Renaissance and 
protestant reformation. Viollet-le-Duc’s emphasis on the modernity of restoration as a 
practice, and the subsequent assertion that to restore is to “reestablish” a building to a 
finished state that may have never actually existed in history is fundamentally misleading 
when quoted out of context, because the totality of Viollet-le-Duc’s restoration ethos calls 
for the restoration architect to be simultaneously modern and ancient, empiricist and 
rationalist, “timely” and “untimely.” 
Across Viollet-le-Duc’s entry on restoration, he builds upon his assertion that 
restoration is a product of modernity that results in the reestablishment of historic 
architecture. He emphasizes the importance of deep historical and archival research in 
order to understand and respect temporal and regional variations in style and construction 
technique.  Viollet-le-Duc is unequivocally clear that historic buildings should be treated 10
with a non-doctrinaire approach, going so far as to write that “absolute principles lead to 
absurdities” in a discourse that underscores the need for trained specialists, the dangers of 
creating “anachronisms in stone,” and the absurdity of removing fabric from old buildings 
in the interest of forcing it to adhere to a prescriptive “period of significance.”  Most 11
9 Viollet-le-Duc 1854, 270 
10 Viollet-le-Duc 1854, 271-272 




importantly, Viollet-le-Duc advocates an approach that balances a respect for historicity 
with an emphasis on practicality. He writes: 
Suppose it were required to replace the detached pillars of a hall that are giving way under 
the weight they support, because the materials employed are too fragile and in courses that 
are not thick enough. At several different periods some of these pillars have been replaced, 
and sections given them that differ from the form originally traced. Shall we in renewing 
these pillars reproduce those various sections, and preserve the heights of the old courses 
that are weak? No! We shall reproduce the original section in all the pillars, and erect them 
with large blocks to prevent the recurrence of the accidents that have necessitated our 
operation. But some of these pillars have had their sections altered in consequence of 
changes that it was desired the building should undergo—changes that in respect of the 
process of art are of great importance, such, for instance, has occured at Notre-Dame in 
Paris in the fourteenth century. Shall wel, in rebuilding them, destroy that so interesting 
trace of a project that was not entirely carried out, but that indicates the tendencies of a 
school? No: we shall reproduce them in their altered form, since these alterations may serve 
to throw light upon a point in the history of art. In an edifice of the thirteenth century, 
where the water ran off by means of drips—as in the cathedral of Chartres, for instance—it 
was thought necessary during the fifteenth century to add gargoyles to the gutters, for the 
better regulation of the escape. These gargoyles are in a bad state and have to be replaced. 
Shall we on the pretext of unity substitute gargoyles of the thirteenth century for them? No: 
for we should thus destroy the traces of an interesting primitive arrangement. On the 
contrary, we shall persist in following the later work, adhering to its style.  
 
Viollet-le-Duc’s emphasis on balancing the historical and the practical is explicitly clear. In the 
three theoretical examples of detached pillars failing in compression, stylistic variations in an 
incomplete by interesting historical renovation campaign, and gargoyles and gutters of different 
periods, he makes the totality of his restorative ethos clear. If historical pillars are failing under the 
weight that they were designed to carry, replace them with pillars of sufficient strength to do the 
job they were designed to do in the style that the designers originally called for. If evidence of a 
fourteenth century renovation campaign shows an evolution in styles that is interesting to art 
history, do not erase that evidence in the interest of trying to rationalize a building into one 
particular “period of significance.” If gargoyles of the fifteenth century need to be replaced in an 
otherwise thirteenth century rainwater management system, replace fifteenth century gargoyles, 
don’t invent thirteenth century ones in the name of stylistic consistency. Again, “Absolute 
principles lead to absurdities.” Far from the  modernizing  message one takes away from a shallow 




for Viollet-le-Duc, necessitates a nuanced, case-by-case approach that both prevents the repetition 
of historical mistakes while preserving historical arrangements—if not historic material in the 
strictest sense.  
The totality of this ethos is summed up when Viollet-le-Duc calls for those working with 
medieval buildings to “proceed as a medieval master would have.”  This call forces us to reconcile 12
modernity with medievalism by understanding historical architecture first empirically, through 
archival research and structural analysis rooted in modern understandings of engineering, and 
second, channeling that empirical understanding into a rationalist spirit that empowers an 
architect operating in the present to work with the building as a medieval master would have done. 
This reconciliation of modernity with medievalism demonstrates an interesting simultaneity of 
“timeliness” and “untimeliness” at the heart of Viollet-le-Duc’s conception of what it means to be 
“modern.”  For Viollet-le-Duc, one must embrace the resources of the present (the “timely”) in 
order to gain the critical distance necessary to inhabit the historical imagination of the past (the 
“untimely”) in the interest of making a building live, not only for historic architecture’s present 
heirs but, more “untimely” still, also for a generation that has yet to come.  He argues that 13
restorations should improve the durability of a building, making it last longer before its next 
restoration than earlier projects had allowed it to live up to the present one. Ruskin argued that 
one of the great virtues of gothic architecture was its mosaic quality, the way that succeeding 
generations leave their mark on the fabric of a living architecture.  Viollet-le-Duc echoes this 14
spirit, arguing that gothic architecture continues to live and that the key to making it continue to 
live lies in understanding it deeply and approaching its care as a medieval master would, renewing 
12 Viollet-le-Duc 1854, 276-277.  
13 Viollet-le-Duc 1854, 275 
14 See, for example, Ruskin’s writings on the “Lamps” of Beauty and Memory in  The Seven Lamps of 




and reestablishing in continuum with all of the acts of care that have been done to it in an ongoing 
life.  
One particularly interesting place to see the relativism and pragmatism of Viollet-le-Duc’s 
approach comes in the form of a letter that he wrote in connection with his prospectus for the 
restoration of Notre Dame de Paris. Probably researched beginning in 1843 and written in 1845, 
the letter represents a relatively early piece by Viollet-le-Duc (publication of his  Dictionnaire , for 
example, did not begin until 1854). It is interesting to see the degree to which the emphasis on 
archival research and non-doctrinaire relativism seen in the entry on restoration in the 
Dictionnaire nearly a decade later were already very much in place at the time Viollet-le-Duc was 
planning his restoration of Notre Da me. He begi ns his letter with an emphasis on caution: 
In such a project one cannot operate with too much prudence and discretion. To state it 
plainly, a restoration can be more disastrous for a monument than the ravages of centuries 
and popular upheavals, for time and revolutions destroy but do not add anything. To the 
contrary, a restoration can, by adding new forms, obliterate a host of vestiges, the 
peculiarity, singularity, and antiquity of which add interest.  15
 
Viollet-le-Duc begins this passage asserting that in the treatment of historic architecture, there is 
no such thing as too much prudence or discretion. Restoration, he argues, can be worse for a 
historic building than the ravages of centuries (read  decay ) and popular upheavals (read 
revolutions ) because they are purely destructive, rather than  constructive  forces. For an architect 
made infamous by his additions to historic buildings, this explicit caution against adding new forms 
is surprising. The cautious restraint of Viollet-le-Duc in this passage even presages what Ruskin 
would later (in 1849) advocate for in his  Seven Lamps of Architecture , where in the midst of his 
declaration that “all restorations are a lie” he asserts that when it comes to historic buildings “ we 
have no right whatsoever to touch them .” Viollet-le-Duc’s emphasis on the retention of “vestiges” 
that “add interest” through their “peculiarity, singularity, and antiquity” is consistent with the 
15 Eugene Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, “On the Restoration of Notre Dame de Paris” in  The Architectural 




three examples that he addresses some ten years later in his entry on restoration in the 
Dictionnaire . Failing pillars, irregular styles, and anachronistic gargoyles are the kinds of vestiges 
that Viollet-le-Duc will advocate practical approaches to, retaining elements of art-historical 
interest while improving the durability of the edifice through treatment.  
 
Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, Plan, Section and Elevation of Château de Pierrefonds, 
1867 
 
In the next page, Viollet-le-Duc makes a critical distinction between the ruin and the living 
building, writing: “...one understands perfectly that in view of such dangers archaeology is moved 




principle it is not necessary to renew; rather, brace, consolidate, and replace—as on the Arch of 
Orange—the utterly deteriorated stone with new blocks, but refrain from carving new moldings or 
sculptures.” Here, Viollet-le-Duc again presages Ruskin. Almost anticipating Ruskin’s exhortation 
to  “ Count its stones as you would jewels of a crown; set watches about it as if at the gates of a 
besieged city; bind it together with iron where it loosens; stay it with timber where it declines; do 
not care about the unsightliness of the aid: better a crutch than a lost limb,” Viollet-le-Duc voices 
the position that rather than renew, one should rather brace, consolidate, and replace.  16
Viollet-le-Duc responds to this position with a re-emphasis on his distinction between ruins and 
living architecture, continuing:  
We understand the point of these principles and we accept them completely, but they apply 
only when it is a matter of a curious ruin without purpose and without actual utility. For 
they should appear very exaggerated in the restoration of a building whose usefulness is 
still real, as indisputable today as on the day of completion; of a church, in short, erected by 
a religion whose immutability is one of its fundamental tenets. In this case, it is necessary 
not only that the artist apply himself to propping it up, strengthening, and conserving; he 
must also make every effort to restore to the building through prudent repairs the richness 
and brightness of which it has been robbed. It is thereby that he can conserve for posterity 
the unified appearance and the interesting details in the monument that has been entrusted 
to him.  17
 
Here, Viollet-le-Duc makes the crucial distinction between methods of treating a ruin and methods 
of treating a building in active use. What is appropriate in the ruin is inappropriate in the 
treatment of a living building because it appears exaggerated, attracting attention to its 
differentiation and diminishing the “richness and brightness of which it has been robbed.”  
Viollet-le-Duc writes that Notre Dame de Paris’ “usefulness is still real, as indisputable 
today as on the day of completion” and that it is “a church, in short, erected by a religion whose 
immutability is one of its fundamental tenets.” In writing this, Viollet-le-Duc offers an insight into 
the role that religion played in his assessment of the significance of historic buildings. This section 
also sheds light on an important difference in Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc’s relationship to religion. 
16 Ruskin 1903, 244-245 




Writing his  Seven Lamps of Architecture  and his  Stones of Venice while still under the strong 
influence of his parents’ protestant evangelical Christianity, Ruskin approaches Roman Catholic 
architecture in a fundamentally different way than Viollet-le-Duc. To the Ruskin of the 1840’s and 
1850’s, Roman Catholicism represented a turn away from the true doctrine of Christianity and the 
value, for Ruskin, of gothic architecture lies in the way a true Christian spirit (one aligned with 
protestant evangelical values) is shown to persevere  in spite of papal authority. In Venice, Ruskin 
sees gothic architecture as a cautionary tale about the loss of a true Christian spirit...the “stones of 
Venice” being a testament, indeed a monument, to a once virtuous people amidst the ruin and 
decay of the present. Ruskin wrote: “Since first the dominion of men was asserted over the ocean, 
three thrones, of mark beyond all others, have been set upon its sands: the thrones of Tyre, Venice, 
and England. Of the First of these great powers only the memory remains; of the Second, the ruin; 
the Third, which inherits their greatness, if it forget their example, may be led through prouder 
eminence to less pitied destruction.”  Subsequent to the publication of  The Seven Lamps of 18
Architecture and  The Stones of Venice (1851-53), Ruskin gradually lost his protestant evangelical 
religion and made a kind of peace with Roman Catholicism (as he later admitted), but the Ruskin 
that preservationists most often quoted was blatantly prejudiced against Roman Catholicism and 
saw in Catholic churches a fallen, dying thing, in need of moral redemption.  In sharp 19
contradistinction, Viollet-le-Duc, writing to the authorities in charge of the Roman Catholic 
cathedral in Paris, emphasizes the  immutability of Roman Catholicism and advocates for treatment 
of the historic building that reflects its living status and enduring relevance. While Ruskin was 
writing from the standpoint of his anti-Papal ideology, Viollet-le-Duc is writing from a standpoint 
that uses architecture to support a French national catholic renewal in the aftermath of a 
destructive, irreligious, popular revolution.   
18 John Ruskin,  The Stones of Venice (London: George Allen, 1903). 17 




Throughout his letter, Viollet-le-Duc makes constant reference to the absurdity of 
designing restoration campaigns that adhere prescriptively to a “period of significance” and he 
underscores the importance of deep historical research.  Rallying against the very notions of 20
“modernization” and structural rationalization that critics of Viollet-le-Duc so frequently charge 
him with, he argues against modernizing overhauls that seek to rationalize the structure of historic 
buildings under the guise of restoration, writing:  
In effect, construction is essentially tied to form, and the smallest change in this vitally 
important aspect of Gothic architecture soon involves one in another, and yet another, and, 
bit by bit, one is led to modify completely the original system of construction in order to 
substitute for it a modern one; and that too often at the expense of form. Besides, in doing 
this one destroys one of the quaint pages of the history of the building: the more real the 
improvement, the more flagrant the historical lie.  21
 
“ ...the more real the improvement, the more flagrant the historical lie ” sympathizes with Ruskin’s 
famous edict: “ Do not let us talk then of restoration...The thing is a Lie from beginning to end” 
some five years before Ruskin even wrote it. It is significant that Viollet-le-Duc does not write that 
“when an improvement  becomes  real it  becomes a historical lie. ” Viollet-le-Duc says, through 
omission, that real improvements are, in their way, always already a kind of lie. The degree of 
falsehood in that lie is the matter in question, the degree of flagrancy, for Viollet-le-Duc, increases 
in proportion to the realness of improvements. The “lie” in question is, then, for Viollet-le-Duc, a 
necessary evil done in the interest of preserving the life of architecture immutable in its enduring 
relevance. Undoubtedly, for Viollet-le-Duc, this lie of varying flagrance is rendered honest through 
the rationalized inhabitation of the historical imagination of the medieval master. Presented with a 
“timely” construction technique that would realize the objective of building lasting architecture, the 
“untimely” medieval master would not be lying but rather acting in a modern medieval mode. Yes, 
for Ruskin, the real improvement continues to be a lie, but we must remember that for Ruskin the 
problem with that lie was rooted in an anti-Catholic protestant evangelical Christian dogma that 
20 Viollet-le-Duc 1990, 283, 285 




not only did Ruskin himself move away from later in life, but (more importantly) one so baldly 
bigoted as to be a fundamentally inappropriate basis for assessing the significance of historic 
architecture and the appropriateness of its treatment in 21st-century preservation practice.  
The way that both Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc use religion itself as a basis for assessing the 
significance of architecture is fundamentally removed from the level of objectivity that 
preservationists of the 21st-century strive for. What connects Ruskin to Viollet-le-Duc is the 
shared belief that historic buildings have an enduring relevance for individuals, for peoples, and for 
civilizations. It is this shared belief that connects preservationists of the 21st-century to Ruskin 
and Viollet-le-Duc and leads us to identify the origin of our movement with their work and thought 
(an idea that will be built upon at the conclusion of this thesis in Chapter Four). When it comes to 
Viollet-le-Duc, approaching the treatment of historic buildings on a case-by-case basis contains the 
inherent danger of contradiction. For example, an approach vociferously rejected for one building 
might sneak its way into the treatment of another building. In responding to various threats to the 
integrity of a medieval building, and in intervening in order to “make it live,” one invariably 
brokers solutions in response to varying priorities and circumstances—a condition that renders 
restoration akin to war for Viollet-le-Duc. In his entry on “restoration” in the  Dictionnaire , 
Viollet-le-Duc writes: “Restoration is war, it is a series of maneuvers that one must modify each 
day by constant observation of the effects it produces.”  As in the cases of Viollet-le-Duc’s pillars 22
failing under compression, stylistic variations and incomplete campaigns at Notre Dame, and later 
the replacement of fifteenth century gargoyles in the thirteenth century rainwater management 
system at Chartres, each situation came with its own sets of circumstances and necessities. The 
pillars failing under compression needed to be replaced or else the building would collapse. For 
22 Eugene Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, “Restoration,” in  The Foundations of Architecture: Selections from the 
Dictionnaire Raisonné of Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc , trans.  





Viollet-le-Duc, the solution that best allowed the building to “live” laid in proceeding in the 
simultaneously “untimely” mode of a medieval master in terms of style while also operating in the 
“timely” mode of increasing the efficacy of the pillars by improving their weight-carrying capacity 
through the benefit of modern, empirical knowledge of structural engineering. The life of the 
building remains the litmus test in assessing how to proceed in both of Viollet-le-Duc’s other 
examples. Both the incomplete renovation of pillars in Notre Dame and the anachronistic but 
nonetheless historical gargoyles at Chartres represent historical facts in the life of the 
architecture, and Viollet-le-Duc’s unequivocal stance on their retention demonstrates that making 
architecture live necessarily involves maintaining historical irregularities.  
Viollet-le-Duc argued that absolute principles lead to absurdities. Critics of Viollet-le-Duc 
might well argue that his relativism resulted in the absurdities of Carcassonne. Further, critics of 
Viollet-le-Duc might well argue that in the absence of an absolute principle resulted in the scraping 
of Notre Dame de Paris and that the restored (indeed  replaced ) buttresses and towers, walls and 
sculptures on the facade are themselves anachronisms in stone. There is truth to these arguments, 
but this is a  preservation  thesis. Time and again,  preservationists identify the work of Ruskin and 
Viollet-le-Duc as the origin of the modern preservation movement.  To  preserve  is antithetical to 
allowing a building to fall into ruin as Ruskin’s absolute principles would have us do just as it is 
antithetical to the more extreme examples of replacement that Viollet-le-Duc’s non-doctrinaire 
approach led to. The purpose of this thesis is to understand the relevance of Ruskin and 
Viollet-le-Duc to the purposes of  preservation . The extreme conclusion to both Ruskin and 
Viollet-le-Duc’s theories fall outside of the purposes of preservation. In letter, neither Ruskin nor 
Viollet-le-Duc are fully applicable as bases for preservation practice. Further, the religious 
motivation to preserve architecture that lies at the heart of both Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc’s 




world. The value of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc to historic preservation lies in the spirit of their 
philosophies, and the discovery of Ruskin’s marginalia in Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire  offers a 















































THE ORIGINS AND DIFFUSION OF POLARITY AS A  
PREVAILING UNDERSTANDING 
 
This comparative close reading of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc in their own words reveals an                           
interesting tension in the dynamic between their approaches to working with historic architecture.                         
There is striking intersectionality and subtle divergence in theories that seem, upon close analysis                           
and comparison, to be more kindred in spirit than truly polarized. Despite this, there is a consistent                                 
insinuation of polarity and antagonism when the names of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc are invoked                           
by preservationists. This chapter will use the working understanding of the theories of Ruskin and                             
Viollet-le-Duc established in Chapter One as a way into analyzing Ruskin’s ambivalent treatment                         
of Viollet-le-Duc—remaining professionally cordial towards him in published work while harboring                     
contempt that is only voiced privately—on the one hand and Viollet-le-Duc’s silence about Ruskin                           
on the other. From here, the likely origin of the now-prevailing notion of a theoretical polarity                               
between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc will be identified in the reception of Morris’ “antiscrape”                         
philosophy in Venice, where the publication of an influential tract on the restoration of St. Mark’s                               
Basilica became the impetus for the codification of an “antiscrape” reading of Ruskin’s principles.                           
This codification, begun with the adoption of Ruskinian ideals by Camillo Boito’s 1883 Fourth                           
Congress of Italian Architects has resulted in a false reading of Viollet-le-Duc that has rendered                             
him a villian to preservationists for over a century. 
Ruskin on Viollet-le-Duc 
Throughout his written work, Ruskin makes dozens of references to Viollet-le-Duc. In 
nearly all of them, Ruskin is unequivocally positive, relying on Viollet-le-Duc’s technical, scientific, 
and historical knowledge as a constant reference.  Where Ruskin is not directly referencing 23
23 See, for example, in the Library Edition of Ruskin’s Works, Ruskin’s commentary on Viollet-le-Duc in his 




Viollet-le-Duc, Ruskin has a tendency toward overt (albeit nuanced) praise of him—at least in his 
published  work. In  The Bible of Amiens , Ruskin offers us his most explicit published opinion of 
Viollet-le-Duc, writing: 
And here I must advise you that in all points of history, relating to the period between 800 
and 1200, you will find M. Viollet-le-Duc, incidentally throughout his ‘Dictionary of French 
Architecture,’ the best-informed, most intelligent, and most thoughtful of guides. His 
knowledge of architecture, carried down into the most minutely practical details, — (which 
are often the most significant,) and embracing, over the entire surface of France, the 
buildings even of the most secluded villages; his artistic enthusiasm, balanced by the acutest 
sagacity, and his patriotism, by the frankest candour, render his analysis of history during 
that active and constructive period the most valuable known to me, and certainly, in the 
field, exhaustive. Of the later nationality his account is imperfect, owing to his professional 
interest in the mere  science of architecture, and comparative insensibility to the power of 
sculpture; - but of the time with which we are now concerned, whatever he tells you must be 
regarded with grateful attention  24
 
For Ruskin, Viollet-le-Duc’s work is “the best-informed, most intelligent, and most thoughtful of 
guides” on the period between 800 and 1200 (the period medievalists consider the apex of the 
Early Middle Ages and the entirety of the High Middle Ages). Ruskin attributes the value of 
Viollet-le-Duc’s exhaustive knowledge of the architecture of this period, the period of gothic 
architecture’s ascendance, to Viollet-le-Duc’s “artistic enthusiasm, balanced by the acutest 
sagacity,” along with his patriotism and frank candor. It comes as no surprise that Ruskin, who 
prided himself on his own artistic enthusiasm, patriotism, and candor should praise Viollet-le-Duc 
on these same grounds. 
Ruskin’s criticism comes in his distinction between Viollet-le-Duc’s “professional interest 
in the mere  science  of architecture, and comparative insensibility to the powers of sculpture.” 
Ruskin’s distinction between science and sculpture is a crucial one because it shows that Ruskin 
conceptualized his work and the work of Viollet-le-Duc as fundamentally different. Ruskin respects 
Viollet-le-Duc as an authority on practical,  scientific architectural knowledge—his  Dictionnaire 
332); Mont Blanc (volume 26, page 223); the cross-cultural interchange between Normans and Byzantines 
(volume 33, page 465); and tracery (volume 23, pages 94-95) 




being an exhaustive and authoritative source on  how gothic architecture was engineered. Ruskin 
sees himself as an authority on the interpretation of gothic architecture and his work as an insight 
into its significance. Indeed , it is for Viollet-le-Duc’s (mere) scientific knowledge that Ruskin 
himself recommends Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire  to his Oxford students during the 1870’s.   In 25
John Ruskin and Victorian Architecture , Michael W. Brooks identifies Ruskin’s admiration for 
Viollet-le-Duc’s work, citing an 1887 letter in which Ruskin goes so far as to write, in a response 
to Percy Morley Horder, an aspiring architect who had asked for advice: 
My dear boy, 
There is only one book on architecture of any value—and that contains everything 
rightly. M. Viollet le Duc’s Dictionary. Every architect must learn French, for all the best 
architecture is in France—and the French workmen are in the highest degree skillful. For 
the rest—you must trust your own feeling and observation only. My books are historical or 
sentimental and very well in their way. But you must learn from the things themselves.  26
 
Here, Ruskin’s endorsement of Viollet-le-Duc’s technical expertise is unequivocal, describing 
Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire  as the  only  book on architecture of  any value.  Ruskin himself says 
that it alone “contains  everything  rightly.” Ruskin himself identifies his own works as of  historical 
and  sentimental  value within this context, privileging Viollet-le-Duc’s as the work with  technical 
value.  
In his unfinished memoir,  Praeterita , Ruskin makes another interesting reference to 
Viollet-le-Duc. Concluding  a critical assessment of the career of the British historian Edmund 
Oldfield, Ruskin writes: 
If only—I may still sometimes indulge in a “might have been,” for my friends—he had kept 
to Gothic foils and their glass, my belief is that Edmund Oldfield could have done for 
England a great part of what Viollet-le-Duc did for France, with the same earnestness, and 
with thrice the sensibility. But the sensibility taking in him the form of reserve, and the 
restless French energy being absent, he diffused himself in serene scholarship till too late, 
and retired.  27
 
25 Michael W. Brooks,  John Ruskin and Victorian Architecture (New York: Thames & Hudson Ltd., 1991). 
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“Edmund Oldfield could have done for England a great part of what Viollet-le-Duc did for France.” 
This line offers us a deeper insight into the distinction that Ruskin makes between the work of 
himself and Viollet-le-Duc. In the section preceding this passage, Ruskin describes his 
collaboration with Oldfield on the design of a gothic window wherein Oldfield’s technical and 
scientific expertise on gothic architecture was combined with Ruskin’s artistic authority to produce 
a work that Ruskin viewed favorably. Ruskin’s lament comes when Oldfield ceases practicing and 
takes up more strictly theoretical work at the British Museum then retires. Ruskin’s “indulgence” 
in what “might have been” is fascinating because, on a baseline, it shows us clearly that Ruskin 
believed that Viollet-le-Duc did something for France that would have been good to repeat in 
England. On a deeper level, the fact that Ruskin’s lament comes when Oldfield stops working with 
the architecture itself and retreats into the “Ivory Tower.” In this, there is a clear indication that 
Ruskin, far from his more youthful insistence in  The Seven Lamps of Architecture that “we have no 
right whatsoever to touch (gothic architecture)” is privileging practice over pure theory. Further, 
if Ruskin is arguing that Oldfield could have done for England what Viollet-le-Duc did for France, 
then Ruskin does not seem to see himself as the natural person to have done that. Ruskin is 
grouping the work of Oldfield and Viollet-le-Duc into one category and his own work into another. 
Ruskin’s own collaboration with a member of this other category shows that he did not 
conceptualize these as polarized but rather as related categories of authority that are 
fundamentally unified in the purpose of caring for gothic architecture. 
The closest that Ruskin comes to a true criticism of Viollet-le-Duc in his published work 
comes in  Fors Clavigera  volume IV, where Ruskin describes a walk that he took in Paris after 
Viollet-le-Duc’s restoration of Notre Dame de Paris. Ruskin writes: 
I generally go first to Our Lady’s Church (Notre Dame) though the towers and most part of 
the walls are now merely the modern model of the original building, much of the portal 
sculpture is still genuine, and especially the greater part of the lower arcades of the 
north-west door, where the common entrance is. I always held these such valuable pieces of 




to the architectural museum. So as I was examining these, and laboriously gleaning what 
was left of the old work among M. Viollet-le-Duc’s fine fresh heads of animals and points of 
leaves, I saw a brass plate in the back of one of the niches where the improperly magnified 
saints used to be.  28
 
Ruskin goes on to describe an advertisement for tours of Versailles intended for English-speaking 
tourists on the brass plate and decries the presence of such a commercial object in a sacred 
space—the classic “Jesus throwing the money-changers out of the temple” drama. Ruskin’s 
primary issue here is with the advertisement and his commentary on Viollet-le-Duc’s restoration of 
Notre Dame is significant but it is neither categorical nor is it surprising.  Yes, Ruskin calls the 
towers and walls modern models of the gothic originals. This is completely unsurprising since, as 
was shown in Chapter One, hard on the heels of the assertion that “All restoration is a lies, Ruskin 
writes: 
...You may make a model of a building as you may of a corpse, and your model may have the 
shell of the old walls within it as your cast might have the skeleton, with what advantage I 
neither see nor care...  29
 
Ruskin’s emphasis on the walls and towers being  mere  models of the original harmonizes well with 
the spirit of this section of the famous passage, but the passage in  The Seven Lamps of 
Architecture continues: 
...but the old building is destroyed, and that more totally and mercilessly than if it had sunk 
into a heap of dust, or melted into a mass of clay: more has been gleaned out of desolated 
Nineveh than ever will be out of re-built Milan. But, it is said, there may come a necessity 
for restoration! Granted. Look the necessity full in the face, and understand it on its own 
terms. It is a necessity for destruction. Accept it as such, pull the building down, throw its 
stones into neglected corners, make ballast of them, or mortar, if you will; but do it 
honestly, and do not set up a Lie in their place.  30
 
The harmonization of Ruskin’s sentiment later in life in  Fors Clavigera  ceases to harmonize with 
his earlier sentiment in  The Seven Lamps of Architecture.  The difference is that rather than 
neither seeing or caring about the purpose of making casts and models, Ruskin joins the project by 
28  John Ruskin,  Fors Clavigera  Volume IV (London: George Allen, 1903). 82-83 





making casts of the walls in tandem with Viollet-le-Duc’s model-making. Given the vociferousness 
of Ruskin’s condemnation in “but the old building is destroyed, and that more totally and 
mercilessly than if it had sunk into a heap of dust, or melted into a mass of clay: more has been 
gleaned out of desolated Nineveh than ever will be out of re-built Milan,” the reader would expect 
Ruskin to condemn Viollet-le-Duc’s restoration as more merciless than even the neglect he so 
despises vis-a-vis his conspiracy theory about the masons. In  Fors Clavigera , Ruskin makes no 
such condemnation. Instead, Ruskin celebrates the extant 13th-century sculpture in the midst of 
Viollet-le-Duc’s architectural composition. His mention of the “laborious” process of discerning the 
original from Viollet-le-Duc’s  fine, fresh  restorations is a chide to the restorer, but a relatively 
tongue-in-cheek one. In it, Ruskin is highlighting the difficulty of discerning historic fabric within 
a contemporary intervention when they are not clearly differentiated. Again, we are presented 
with an unsurprising critique—as was established in Chapter One, Viollet-le-Duc sees Roman 
Catholic architecture as living and immutably relevant while Ruskin sees gothic architecture as 
demonstrative of a pure Christian spirit that persisted in spite of Papist idolatry. Viollet-le-Duc’s 
replacement of animal heads and leaf tips is characteristic of this belief in the life and immutability 
of Roman Catholic architecture. The surprise comes in the form of Ruskin’s relatively 
uncharacteristic, measured tone when, rather than decry Viollet-le-Duc’s work as an exceedingly 
merciless destruction he instead treats Viollet-le-Duc’s interventions with a mild irony. Indeed, the 
measuredness of Ruskin’s critique of Viollet-le-Duc’s restoration seems to show an evolution in his 
attitude towards restoration as he matured as a historian, theorist, and critic—one that actually 
joins Viollet-le-Duc’s project rather than condemning it on grounds of pointlessness. 
It is crucially important that Ruskin makes no categorical attack on Viollet-le-Duc’s 
architectural theory in any of the work that he published during his lifetime. There is one 




geology rather than restoration. In  Deucalion , Ruskin writes of Viollet-le-Duc’s  Massif du Mont 
Blanc : 
I soon saw that the book manifested, in spite of so great false-confidence, powers of 
observation more true in their scope and grasp than can be traced in any writer on the Alps 
since De Saussure. But, alas, before we had got up to Berisal, I had found also more 
fallacies than I could count, in the author’s first statements of physical law; and seen, too 
surely, that the poor Frenchman’s keen natural faculty, and quite splendid zeal and 
industry, had all been wasted, through the wretched national vanity which made him 
interested in Mont Blanc only “since it became a part of France,” and had thrown him 
totally into the clique of Agassiz and Desor; with results in which neither the clique, nor M. 
Viollet, are likely, in the end, to find satisfaction. Too sorrowfully weary of bearing with the 
provincial temper, and insolent errors, of this architectural restoration of the Gothic globe, I 
threw the book aside.  31
 
The attack in this passage, though nuanced by Ruskin’s nod to what he sees as truth in 
Viollet-le-Duc’s powers of observation, hinges on “national vanity.” Ruskin sees Viollet-le-Duc’s 
understanding of geology as being clouded by his French nationalism. Blinded by this vanity, the 
resulting work is “provincial” in its temperament and “insolent” in its erroneousness. Ruskin’s 
final characterization of  Massif du Mont Blanc as a “restoration of the Gothic globe” demonstrates 
the degree to which these sins of vanity, provinciality, and insolence underpin “restoration” for 
Ruskin, but it must be remembered that here Ruskin is talking about the “Gothic globe” (read 
natural world ) rather than the gothic edifice. Upon the publication of  Massif du Mont Blanc , 
Ruskin wrote to a friend: “at last my enemy has written a book.”  Thus, for Ruskin there appear 32
to be two distinct Viollet-le-Duc’s: Viollet-le-Duc the expert on gothic architecture, Ruskin’s 
esteemed peer and ally, and Viollet-le-Duc the vain, provincial, and insolent French nationalist 
whose resulting blindness results in a restoration of the natural world. When Ruskin writes “at 
last my enemy has written a book,” this is then an attack on Viollet-le-Duc’s worst qualities, ones 
that Ruskin sees as alien to the great authority he so unequivocally endorses elsewhere. It is, to 
borrow Freud’s term, Ruskin’s  reaction formation against tendencies of vain nationalism, 





provinciality of temperament, and, yes, even insolent erroneousness that he himself is by no means 
immune to in his own work. 
There are just two further jabs at Viollet-le-Duc worth analysis, both of which are revealed 
to the reading public after Ruskin’s death with the publication of the Library Edition of his work. 
The first comes in the form of a footnote in  The Seven Lamps of Architecture that appears shortly 
Ruskin’s famous claim that “all restoration is a Lie” when Ruskin writes: 
The Principle of Modern Times, (a principle which, I believe, at least in France, to be 
systematically acted on by the masons in order to find themselves work, as the Abbey of 
St-Ouen was pulled down by the magistrates by way of finding work for some vagrants) is 
to neglect buildings first and restore them afterwards. Take proper care of your monuments 
and you will have no need to restore them.  33
 
Preparing the Library Edition of Ruskin’s works in the decade following Ruskin’s death, E.T. 
Cook and Alexander Wedderburn (the editors) write the following note about this section: 
[the reference is to the destructive “restoration” of the church in the years 1846-52, when 
the two flanking towers of the west front—set diagonally and carried up only for 50 feet, 
with three deep-set portals—were pulled down, and the front was rebuilt by Viollet-le-Duc, 
who made no attempt to follow the original design.  34
 
Here, Cook and Wedderburn (not Ruskin) seek to characterize Ruskin’s passage as an overt attack 
on the work of Viollet-le-Duc specifically. While Cook and Wedderburn’s commentary sheds light 
on Viollet-le-Duc’s involvement in the circumstance that Ruskin is criticizing, Ruskin’s stated 
criticism is with the magistrates and a conspiracy theory having to do with the willful neglect of 
masons to create work for themselves—not Viollet-le-Duc. Indeed, Ruskin makes no mention of 
Viollet-le-Duc, nor does he even make reference to Viollet-le-Duc’s replacement. All Ruskin 
mentions is the decision of the magistrates and a belief in their collusion with the masons. 
Viollet-le-Duc’s name and involvement is only invoked by a commentator adding a note after 
Ruskin’s death. 





Ruskin’s second jab at Viollet-le-Duc is his most overt and—in the context of the 
overwhelmingly positive way that Ruskin treats Viollet-le-Duc elsewhere—his least characteristic. 
In the whole of the Library Edition of Ruskin’s works, there is only one direct attack that Ruskin 
makes on Viollet-le-Duc. The attack is found in a diary entry, quoted by Cook and Wedderburn in 
their introduction to  The Bible of Amiens  (in the 33rd volume of the Library Edition) where 
Ruskin writes: 
More disappointed than ever with anything, but the interior is still typical Romanesque in 
the nave, and extremely pure and melodious Early English or French in apse. Note 
generally that the early churches have only three lights round apse, and that no interior can 
be perfect with less than five. I do not know if there are good examples of seven. The 
mimicked ‘Last Judgment’—M. Viollet-le-Duc’s—is very carefully vile, and the whole west 
front the ugliest and most characteristically barren I ever saw in an old building. Found 
junction of granite and Jura [limestone] coming back and was happy.  35
 
The word “vile” could scarcely be less ambiguous, Ruskin clearly dislikes Viollet-le-Duc’s 
restoration of the painting in question. The reason for Ruskin’s contempt is signaled by the words 
“very carefully” qualifying “vile.” It is in the careful, scientific approach that Ruskin attributes to 
Viollet-le-Duc’s restoration, in this single instance of a painting (significantly not a restoration of a 
building ) that Ruskin finds vileness. The vileness comes down to Ruskin’s distinction between 
science and sculpture. Science can understand the technical aspects of art, but it cannot approach 
the aura of a work of art. Herein, we begin to really see how Ruskin conceptualized the dynamic 
between himself and Viollet-le-Duc. Ruskin is concerned with the spiritual significance, artistic 
aura, and picturesque quality of architecture—the historical and sentimental qualities he identifies 
in his letter to Percy Morley Horder. For Ruskin, Viollet-le-Duc’s role is technical and scientific. In 
this diary entry, this private musing, we sense that Ruskin saw a fundamental difference between 
the treatment of architecture and painting. We also begin to see the rigid boundaries that Ruskin 
put around the archetype of the interpreter that he saw himself  as, and the archetype of the 
architectural scientist that he saw Viollet-le-Duc as. Ruskin’s rigid boundaries around these roles 




does not imply diametrical opposition; it does not imply polarity of any kind. Ruskin’s two 
archetypes are complementary roles that, when contained within their proper boundaries, are two 
related parties unified on the side of building care, conservation, and maintenance, the true 
diametrical opposite of which is building decay, neglect, and destruction.  
These two jabs are framed by posthumous commentators. This fact does not necessarily 
discount the validity of these two instances, but it needs to be taken into account. The fact that 
they are revealed to the reading public after Ruskin’s death should be appraised in comparison to 
the overwhelmingly positive quality of Ruskin’s commentary on Viollet-le-Duc’s architectural 
theory (attacks on his geology notwithstanding) published in his lifetime. The most basic insight to 
be gleaned from this comparison is that there is a difference between what Ruskin says about 
Viollet-le-Duc publicly and what he says about the man privately and a distinction between 
Viollet-le-Duc the ally and Viollet-le-Duc the enemy. This ambivalence, even duplicitousness, is 
captured perfectly in comparing Ruskin’s characterization of Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire as the 
only book of any value on gothic architecture to Percey Morley Horder and Ruskin’s acidity when 
he writes to a friend, upon the publication of Viollet-le-Duc’s  Le Massif Du Mont Blanc , “at last 
my enemy has written a book.”   Ruskin’s marginalia in his copy of Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire 36
offers us a valuable insight into where this duplicitousness comes from, revealing a dynamic that is 
professionally cordial on the surface but inwardly fraught...formed at least as much by petty 
jealousy, professional rivalry, and reaction formation as it is by theoretical divergence. This is a 
dynamic that is essentially one-sided as Viollet-le-Duc makes no known comment on Ruskin, 
public or private. Before we can analyze the marginalia, however, it is essential to get to the root 
of the understanding of polarity between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc. 





Given the positive quality of the things Ruskin published about Viollet-le-Duc in his 
lifetime, and given the relatively small amount of private, negative commentary on Viollet-le-Duc 
published subsequent to Ruskin’s death, where did the now-prevailing notion of polarity start? The 
most likely starting point is the founding of The Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings by 
William Morris, the philosophy of which was inspired by Ruskin’s principles on restoration. 
Morris’ Society created a polarity between “bad” restoration practices that “scrape” monuments 
clean, explicitly those of George Gilbert Scott (their consistently named villain),  and “good” 
approaches, believed to adhere to Ruskin’s principles, which are “anti-scrape.” Morris’ society 
informally called itself “the antiscrape” and makes no mention of Viollet-le-Duc or his projects in 
any of its founding principles or meetings, instead making constant attack on the fundamentally 
different work of Scott.  In 1877, the same year that Morris’ society formally organized in 37
England, The Antiscrapers found an enthusiastic advocate in Venice in the form of Ruskin’s friend, 
Count Alvise Piero Zorzi, who published (with financial support from Ruskin) a tract decrying 
what he characterized as a “scraped” approach to the restoration of St. Mark’s Basilica.  Zorzi’s 38
tract is filled with direct praise of Ruskin’s philosophy, but Viollet-le-Duc is only referenced once, 
in a footnote, where Zorzi writes: 
I read the Article by Monsieur Viollet-le-Duc, which is reported below. This article was 
cited almost to close my mouth with the authority of such a reputed writer, whenever I 
publicly had to speak against the restoration of San Marco. It is not to my knowledge if, 
beyond that, you have some other article by the same author, around the same subject. 
Those who have patience to read the whole context will be able to convince themselves that 
37 See, for example, Edward Palmer Thompson’s The Anti-Scrape  (1955), Sir John Summerson’s Ruskin, 
Morris, and the “Anti-Scrape” Philosophy  (1963), Nikolaus Pevsner’s Scrape and Anti-Scrape  (1976), and 
Maximilian L. Ferro’s  Scrape vs. Antiscrape: A Modern American Perspective  (1985), all of which 
emphasize that Morris’ antiscrape philosophy used Ruskin’s philosophy to attack the work of George Gilbert 
Scott. Crucially, Thompson, Summerson, Pevsner, and Ferro make no mention of Viollet-le-Duc in their 
authoritative histories of the antiscrape movement. The diffusion of antiscrape philosophy into Italy through 
Zorzi, in a tract that casts Viollet-le-Duc (albeit not categorically and however shallowly) as an opponent to 
his antiscrape argument against the restoration of St. Mark’s Basilica shows a likely way that 
Viollet-le-Duc’s philosophy became misconstrued as inherently “scraped” and consequently anti-Ruskinian 
at the point of the codification of Morris’ reading of Ruskin’s principles.  
38 Alvise Piero Zorzi,  Osservazioni intorno ai restauri interni ed esterni della Basilica di San Marco: con 
tavole illustrative di alcune iscrizioni armene esistenti nella medesima di Alvise Piero Zorzi fu Giovanni 




the French architect commends more the static process than anything else (on which I have 
not said a word of criticism), but nothing touches the aesthetic and archaeological part. 
Because he is wrongly mentioned by those, who believe, that the restoration of the Basilica 
is something impeccable. As for the quote of the mosaics, the restoration of Torcello are 
things to which I do not answer because there is too much to say. And in regard to what he 
says of the conscientious and scrupulous coating, and very false, and I have shown the 
opposite in my book. I wanted to bring this article back in its entirety, but I could not bring 
this article back in its entirety, but I could not bring the table to which it mentions not 
having it with me.  39
 
The article that Count Zorzi references had been published by Viollet-le-Duc five years earlier, in 
1872, in the second series of that year’s first volume of the  Encyclopedie d’Architecture, Revue 
Mensuelle des Travaux Publics et Particuliers.  In the article, published in the early stages of the 
restoration of St. Mark’s basilica, Viollet-le-Duc does indeed praise the prospectus for the project 
(Zorzi’s  processo statico  or “static process”), the plan being rooted, adherent to Viollet-le-Duc’s 
ethos, in archival research and a “modern” approach to working with the structure of the building 
that is simultaneously “timely” in its engineering and “untimely” in its aesthetics. When Zorzi 
writes that “It is not to my knowledge if, beyond that, you have some other article by the same 
author, around the same subject. Those who have patience to read the whole context will be able 
to convince themselves that the French architect commends more the static process than anything 
else (on which I have not said a word of criticism), but nothing touches the aesthetic and 
archaeological part”, he is making a clear distinction for his readers between the project’s plan at 
conception five years earlier and the results of the project as it has progressed. Zorzi is explicit in 
his lack of criticism for the “static process,” the plan for the restoration. Where his criticisms 
arrive are with the results of the process for the “aesthetic and archaeological part.” The issue of 
aesthetics and archaeology, for Zorzi, come in the form of the restoration of the Basilica’s mosaics 
and alterations to the marble surface of its exterior. As Robert Hewison demonstrates in  Ruskin 
on Venice: ‘The Paradise of Cities’ , the concerns of Ruskin, Zorzi, and others about the profound 





the original peacock mosaics in the floor of the Basilica obliterated the masterful subtlety of the 
centuries-old originals while the scrubbed and reconfigured marble on the facade permanently 
altered the more picturesque “golden stain of time” that characterized the unrestored original.  In 40
terms of Zorzi’s archeological concerns, a significant portion of the basilica’s marble cladding was 
replaced, the original “stones of Venice” either discarded or reused in other buildings (allegedly in 
the restoration of the  Fondaco dei Turchi which Ruskin found equally outrageous). The 
replacement of historic fabric with modern substitutions exemplifies what Ruskin says when he 
calls restored buildings mere models of the originals, and although Viollet-le-Duc would permit 
such replacement on purely practical grounds, he would have been appalled by the re-orientation of 
the direction of the marble’s stratification and, given his belief in the importance of the archive, 
would undoubtedly have called for at least diligent record-keeping in the dissemination of discarded 
stone.  
Further, the disconnect between the plan for the restoration of St. Mark’s Basilica as it 
was conceived and the results of that project as it progressed, identified in Zorzi’s footnote, 
underscores the importance of Viollet-le-Duc’s relativist approach. Just as in the shifting priorities 
that present themselves in warfare, even the best-laid plans and tactics must be adjusted as the 
battle unfolds, in a campaign of restoration “absolute principles lead to absurdities.”  Strict 41
adherence to a plan that ignores results as a project progresses is exactly the kind of absurdity 
that Viollet-le-Duc seeks to steer away from in his letter of introduction to the prospectus for the 
restoration of Notre Dame de Paris, an idea that he makes even clearer when he writes 
40 Hewison 2010, 353-373 
41 The parallel between warfare and restoration is a cornerstone of Viollet-le-Duc’s ethos, references to 
which can be found throughout the  Dictionnaire.  Insightful analysis of this conception can be found in Aron 




“Restoration is war, it is a series of maneuvers that one must modify each day by constant 
observation of the effects it produces.”  42
 Viollet-le-Duc died in 1879, less than two years after the publication of Zorzi’s tract. Like 
Ruskin, Viollet-le-Duc spent the later years of his life reclusively...returning to Paris only 
sporadically from his retirement in the Swiss alps and publishing with even less frequency. One 
can only imagine that if Viollet-le-Duc had published a response as he lay dying over the course of 
the final months of his life, he would have likely given credence to Zorzi’s concerns about the 
results of the process once it had moved from static principle to dynamic process.  Even in the 
absence of a response from Viollet-le-Duc, Zorzi’s treatment of Viollet-le-Duc’s initial praise of the 
plan to restore St. Mark’s Basilica is measured. Zorzi expresses agreement with Viollet-le-Duc for 
the plan as proposed but expresses criticism for results that Viollet-le-Duc could not have been 
aware of before the plan was implemented. Nevertheless, for the casual reader of Zorzi’s tract 
Viollet-le-Duc comes down on the wrong side of history at the very moment when he is deprived, 
by his death, of the opportunity to defend himself. Zorzi’ s tract entered the international discourse, 
amplifying popular interest in Morris’ “antiscrape” reading of Ruskin’s work in the 
Italian-speaking world. The antiscrape movement had its definitive victory in Camillo Boito’s 1883 
Fourth Congress of Italian Architects and Engineers which became the basis of The Venice 
Charter, shifting the trajectory of Historic Preservation practices in a “Ruskinian” direction up to 
and including UNESCO, DOCOMO, and the Secretary of the Interior’s Standards up to the 
present day.   4344
42 Viollet-le-Duc, “Restoration,” in The Foundations of Architecture: Selections from the Dictionnaire 
Raisonné of Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, trans. Kenneth  D.  Whitehead,  intro.  Barry  Bergdoll 
(New  York:  Braziller, 1990) 
 
43 Hewison 2010 
44 Terry Kirk,  The Architecture of Modern Italy: The Challenge of Tradition 1750-1900 (Princeton: 




Rivalry, Ruskin’s Better Angels, and Resulting Conceptions of Polarity  
Subsequent to the Antiscrape triumph, the absence of comprehensive English translations 
of Viollet-le-Duc’s work has resulted in an unfortunate mischaracterization of Viollet-le-Duc’s 
ethos as exemplifying the “scraped” approach that Morris and Zorzi sought to prevent. As has 
been shown in close readings of Viollet-le-Duc’s own writings on restoration and Ruskin’s 
published enthusiasm for Viollet-le-Duc’s authority, this is a serious mischaracterization of 
Viollet-le-Duc’s actual attitude towards restoration. The duplicitousness manifest in the disconnect 
between Ruskin’s public praise of Viollet-le-Duc and private contemptuousness reveals something 
of a rivalry on Ruskin’s part. In all likelihood, Ruskin’s issue with Viollet-le-Duc is as much rooted 
in jealousy as it is in theoretical disconnect. With Viollet-le-Duc’s death in 1879 and the 
codification of Ruskin’s celebrity in Boito’s 1883 congress, there is a human,  all too human , 
reticence on Ruskin’s part. The contemptuousness in Ruskin’s “finally my enemy has written a 
book” seems to beat out Ruskin’s better angels, and with the rival that Ruskin seems to have 
envied dead, Ruskin is tacitly complicit in the beginning of the demise of Viollet-le-Duc’s 
reputation by allowing mischaracterizations of Viollet-le-Duc’s complex attitude towards 
restoration to be oversimplified into “scraped” in a polarity with “antiscrape.” In the fullness of 
time, this has turned into the polarity of Ruskin  contra Viollet-le-Duc when then historic reality is 
truly  Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc —different yet fundamentally kindred spirits unified in their belief 














AN ANALYSIS OF CONTEMPORARY DISCOURSE 
ON THE DYNAMIC BETWEEN RUSKIN AND VIOLLET-LE-DUC 
 
Before proceeding into the significance of Ruskin’s marginalia in Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire , the                       
historical understanding of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc’s theories towards restoration and the                     
origins of now-prevailing notions of a polarity between them established in Chapter One and                           
Chapter Two needs to be squared with a discourse analysis of contemporary scholarship on the                             
dynamic between them. In Chapter Three, I will begin by going back to 1872, looking at how                                 
Charles Eastlake’s conceptualization of the dynamic between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc in his                       
History of the Gothic Revival , published prior to the formulation of Morris’ Society for the                             
Protection of Ancient Buildings and the publication of Zorzi’s tract, insinuates no polarity                         
between them. From there, I will review the most important scholarship that has been produced on                               
the subject following the revival of interest in Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc in the last quarter of the                                 
twentieth century, looking especially closely at the work of Michael Brooks and Robert Hewison on                             
Ruskin and that of Aron Vinegar, Françoise Bercé, Bruno Foucart, and Martin Bressani on                           
Viollet-le-Duc. Although there is a great deal of scholarship that is content with the prevailing                             
understanding of polarity, the work of these scholars demonstrates the far more interesting                         
complication and nuance that truly characterizes the dynamic between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc. 
Charles Eastlake and The History of the Gothic Revival 
The influence of of Zorzi’s tract in forming the polarity that characterizes the 
now-prevailing understanding of the dynamic between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc is demonstrated 
by the way Charles Eastlake treats the two thinkers in his  History of the Gothic Revival . First 
published in 1872, Eastlake’s work comes to the academic community five years before Zorzi’s 




light of irreconcilability, Eastlake treats the work of both as unified in perpetuating the gothic 
revival movement. Throughout his  History , Eastlake characterizes Ruskin as the one who taught 
the nineteenth century how to understand the gothic. He writes that  The Seven Lamps of 
Architecture  has “illuminated” the present generation, he characterizes Ruskin’s analysis of the 
relative quality of different currents within gothic architecture as “deft,” and goes so far as to 
couch his own opinions and analyses in Ruskinian language throughout the text.  Criticizing 45
campaigns of restoration carried out on gothic buildings at the turn of the 19th-century, Eastlake 
laments that Ruskin was not there to teach the pioneers of the movement, writing:  
...in the early part of this century, England could boast of no such author as Mr. Ruskin, to 
teach, discriminate, and criticise, in matters of taste. Guided by his advice and influence, we 
may succeed in kindling the Lamps of Life and Power. But fifty years ago, in the darkest 
period which British art has seen, we were illuminated by one solitary and flickering flame, 
which (Sir Walter) Scott contrived to keep alive. It was the Lamp of Memory. 
 
There are three critical elements to this passage: Eastlake’s championing of Ruskin as an arbiter 
of  taste , his focus on Ruskin’s lamps of Life, Power, and Memory rather than Truth, and his 
pejorative characterization of idealized restorations.   46
As a contemporary of Ruskin’s, it is significant that Eastlake highlights Ruskin’s 
importance in terms of influencing  taste but not necessarily in terms of influencing  practice . Ruskin 
is the teacher who shapes one’s sense of the aesthetic, not the teacher who necessarily imparts 
practical skills. Next, in making a critique of campaigns of restoration carried out on historic, 
gothic buildings, Eastlake makes no reference to Ruskin’s claim that “all restoration is a lie” under 
the heading of the Lamp of Truth. Instead, Eastlake considers Ruskin’s lamps of Life, Power, and 
Memory—all three being concepts that have to do with the spirit in which gothic architecture was 
erected and the ways that the aura of historic buildings benefit the individual, the people, and the 
society—not with the honest treatment of building systems and materials and the “truthfulness” of 
45 Charles L. Eastlake,  A History of the Gothic Revival  ( Watkins Glen, New York: American Life 
Foundation, 1975). 13, 53, 97, 134 




subsequent campaigns to keep historic buildings alive. Finally, by characterizing the 1820’s and 
1830’s as “the darkest period which British art has seen,” one in which the romanticism of Sir 
Walter Scott was the only illumination, Eastlake is making a direct attack on the romanticized 
(read  idealized ) restorations carried out on historic, gothic buildings by the likes of Lord 
Grimthorpe, George Gilbert Scott, and Ewan Christian. Significantly, in an attack on 
romanticization and idealization in restoration that praises Ruskin and laments his absence as 
teacher during the “dark period” in which such projects were conceived, Eastlake makes no 
mention of Viollet-le-Duc. Indeed, nowhere in  A History of the Gothic Revival  does Eastlake 
criticize Viollet-le-Duc or characterize his work as romanticized or idealized.  
What Eastlake does do is treat Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc on equal footing, writing: 
During the last fifteen years the current of architectural taste has been turned in 
more than one direction. Mr. Ruskin’s influence sent it rushing for awhile towards North 
Italy. The Lille Cathedral competition...naturally drew attention to the merits of French 
Gothic...French gothic was for some years decidedly in the ascendant. It was novel; it 
appealed by the adventitious aid of sculpture and other decorative details to a popular taste; 
it admitted peculiar advantages for its study. This was M. Viollet-le-Duc’s famous 
‘ Dictionnaire Raisonné de l'Architecture Française du XIe au XVIe Siècle,’ of which it is 
scarcely too much to say that no more useful or exhaustive treatise could have been written 
on the subject. In examining this extraordinary contribution to the literature of the Revival, 
it is difficult to say which is most worthy of admiration, the patient research and 
archaeological labour which occupied its author during fourteen years of a busy life, or the 
artistic taste and skill which enabled him to fill nine quarto volumes with illustrations so 
various in their range, so ingenious in their character, so attractive in their form, and so 
delicate in their execution, that they leave nothing to be desired in the form of technical 
information or artistic record.  47
 
Here, Eastlake establishes Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc as equals in terms of their capacity to 
influence taste in favor of the gothic. Although Eastlake is a clear admirer of the work of Ruskin, 
as evidenced by his reference to Ruskin as teacher and his use of Ruskinian language throughout 
his  History , Eastlake is even more explicitly enthusiastic in his treatment of Viollet-le-Duc. 
Eastlake’s assertion that “no more useful or exhaustive treatise could have been written on the 
subject” puts Viollet-le-Duc’s published work on at least equal footing to that of Ruskin. Further, 




“no greater” establishes at the very least that Eastlake sees Ruskin’s work as explicitly not 
superior to that of Viollet-le-Duc. The virtues of the  Dictionnaire  are manifold: patient research 
and archaeological labor made all the more admirable by virtue of their duration and intensity, the 
voluminousness of the work, manifest artistic taste, technical skill, and exhaustive detail. In 
Ruskin was the teacher  par excellence of taste, then, for Eastlake, Viollet-le-Duc was truly the 
master practitioner who explicated the technical skills necessary to revive the art of gothic 
architecture.  48
Michael Brooks: John Ruskin and Victorian Architecture 
In  John Ruskin and Victorian Architecture , Michael W. Brooks returns to Eastlake’s 
unpolarized conception, rightly identifying Ruskin’s own admiration for Viollet-le-Duc’s work by 
citing the 1887 letter in which Ruskin goes so far as to write, in the response to Percy Morley 
Horder already quoted in Chapter Two: 
My dear boy, 
There is only one book on architecture of any value—and that contains everything 
rightly. M. Viollet le Duc’s Dictionary. Every architect must learn French, for all the best 
architecture is in France—and the French workmen are in the highest degree skillful. For 
the rest—you must trust your own feeling and observation only. My books are historical or 
sentimental and very well in their way. But you must learn from the things themselves.  49
 
Ruskin may have decried some of Viollet-le-Duc’s projects, but his endorsement of Viollet-le-Duc’s 
technical expertise is unequivocal. Ruskin himself identifies Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire  as the 
only  book on architecture of  any value.  Ruskin himself says that it alone “contains  everything 
rightly.” Ruskin himself identifies his own works as of  historical  and  sentimental  value within this 
context, privileging Viollet-le-Duc’s as the work with  technical  value.  
In analyzing the influence of Ruskin on Russell Sturgis and Peter B. Wight, Brooks notes 
that from the 1860’s to the 1870’s Ruskin’s influence began to wane as Viollet-le-Duc’s 
48 Eastlake 1975, 318-319 




Dictionnaire  equipped both architects with the technical means to put theory into practice.  50
Brooks characterizes this change not so much as two influences working in concert but as a the 
supplantation of Viollet-le-Duc over Ruskin, going so far as to write: “Both (Viollet-le-Duc and 
Ruskin) were Gothic Revivalists; there is large overlap between their theories, but they differed in 
their attitudes toward buildings, towards iron, and toward the age.”  Brooks succeeds in 
identifying overlap between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc, but falls short of supporting the bold claim 
that they “differed in their attitudes toward buildings, towards iron, and towards the age.” While 
it is true that the men differed, there is a latent implication that the degree to which they differed 
was greater than the degree to which they agreed—an implication that underscores and 
perpetuates the prevailing notion of a theoretical polarity between the two men. Indeed, Brooks 
seems to contradict his own statement in the sentences immediately following it, writing: 
The two volumes of the  Entretiens sur l’architecture , which appeared in 1863 and 1872, 
advocate the truthful use of iron for vaulting, for floral capitals, for staircases, and for any 
other use in which it meets a need. And Viollet-le-Duc, unlike Ruskin, considers the truthful 
use of iron to be one of the many ways in which medieval principles of building can lead to a 
new architecture expressive of a progressive age.  51
 
The contradiction Brooks makes here hinges on the word “truthful.” Brooks cites that 
Viollet-le-Duc explicitly advocates for the  truthful use of iron. The truthful use of materials is the 
crux of Ruskin’s “Lamp of Truth” in  The Seven Lamps of Architecture.  In his very chapter on 
truth in that work, Ruskin himself writes: “ Count its stones as you would jewels of a crown; set 
watches about it as if at the gates of a besieged city;  bind it together with iron where it loosens ; 
stay it with timber where it declines; do not care about the unsightliness of the aid: better a crutch 
than a lost limb.”  Ruskin’s acceptance of the use of iron in gothic buildings is not merely passive, 52
it is an active, explicit endorsement within his own famous rally against restoration. Ruskin would 
differ in the use of iron to form vaulting if it were to be painted to look like stone, but if the 
50 Brooks 1991, 289-291 
51 Brooks 1991, 289-290 




material is used honestly, and especially if it is used in the interest of the watchful care that 
Ruskin prescribes, the issue of iron hardly signals a true break between the two thinkers. Further, 
Brooks’ implication that Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc differed significantly in their attitudes towards 
buildings and towards the age obscures the fact that both men valued gothic architecture for the 
same deeply conservative reasons. Viollet-le-Duc, champion (at least at the beginning of his 
career) of Catholic renewal and the French counterrevolution, and Ruskin, ultra-tory pole star of 
Victorian conservatism, both advocated for the care, conservation, and maintenance of gothic 
architecture because it represented an old order based upon Christian patriarchy and moralism 
that they believed to be an important antidote to the ills of their contemporary world.  
Robert Hewison: Ruskin and Venice and “Ruskin, Sight, and Insight” 
In  Ruskin on Venice: The Paradise of Cities , Robert Hewison offers an invaluably deep 
gaze into Ruskin’s psyche over the course of his long and formative relationship with Venice. 
Critically, Hewison’s work demonstrates the degree to which Venice was emblematic of the virtues 
of gothic architecture that he had propounded in  The Seven Lamps of Architecture  and an 
important, symbolic warning for societies that do not pay respect to those virtues. Hewison’s 
Ruskin on Venice  emphasizes the importance of Ruskin’s passage at the opening of the first 
volume of  The Stones of Venice , where he writes: 
Since first the dominion of men was asserted over the ocean, three thrones, of mark beyond 
all others, have been set upon its sands: the thrones of Tyre, Venice, and England. Of the 
First of these great powers only the memory remains; of the Second, the ruin; the Third, 
which inherits their greatness, if it forget their example, may be led through prouder 
eminence to less pitied destruction.  53
 
Venice’s ruined gothic splendor was the result of the city, and the empire it represented, not 
learning the moral-historical lessons of Tyre and thus being doomed to repeat them. The British 
empire, beholding the rubble of Venice’s stones through the lens of Ruskin’s close, moralizing 




analysis, was cautioned to learn the lesson lest it repeat history. Throughout  Ruskin on Venice , 
Hewison demonstrates how Ruskin’s work in Venice is fundamentally a mournful rebuke of 
modernity and how the  Stones of Venice  is, from the outset, a cautionary architectural allegory 
where heeding the Christian virtue manifest in gothic architecture is the moral that Ruskin wanted 
every reader to take away.  
Hewison’s work also demonstrates the degree to which Ruskin’s rejection of the 
18th-century “gentleman picturesque” tradition and his embrace of Turner, subjects he explored 
at length in  Modern Painters , dovetailed into his sense of architectural aesthetics. The importance 
of the nobility of ruins and the “golden stain of time” in Ruskin’s philosophy is a key theme in 
Hewison’s work, one echoed by Elizabeth K. Helsinger in  Ruskin and the Art of the Beholder .  In 54
both  Ruskin on Venice: ‘The Paradise of Cities’  and the essay  ‘The Teaching of Art is the Teaching 
of All Things’: Ruskin, Sight and Insight , Robert Hewison demonstrates the centrality that 
drawing, and especially the importance of the universal teaching of drawing, in Ruskin’s ethos. 
This is an idea that Aron Vinegar picks up in his analysis of the same importance that 
Viollet-le-Duc places on the universal teaching of drawing. First, we will look at Robert Hewison’s 
demonstration of the importance that Ruskin places on the teaching of drawing as a key to sight 
and insight. The following section will look at Viollet-le-Duc’s belief in the teaching of drawing as 
the key to precisely the same kind of sight and insight. As is the case with much of the 
contemporary scholarship on Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc, the clearest understanding of Ruskin and 
Viollet-le-Duc’s shared belief in the value of teaching drawing as a tool for sight and insight is 
found in the comparative reading of scholarship that deals more directly with one man or the 
other. 





In  ‘The Teaching of Art is the Teaching of All Things’: Ruskin, Sight and Insight , Hewison 
begins by quoting Ruskin: “The teaching of Art, as I understand it, is the teaching of all things.” 
Hewison continues: “It is a casual remark, thrown off in a parenthesis. It appears in Letter 76 of 
Fors Clavigera , his monthly “letters to the workmen and laborers of Great Britain”, the issue for 
March 1877, written in Venice.” “But what was it that Ruskin was trying to teach? At the 
profoundest level, it was not art at all. It was something that preceded art, indeed all forms of 
knowledge. As he told his class of clerks and assistants at the London Working Men’s College: ‘I 
am only trying to teach you to see.’”  Hewison goes on to quote the speech that Ruskin gave at 55
the 1858 opening of the Cambridge School of Art, where he declared sight to be: 
...the most important thing to be taught in the whole range of teaching. To be taught to 
read — what is the use of that, if you know not whether what you read is false or true? To 
be taught to write or speak — but what is the use of speaking if you have nothing to say? 
To be taught to think — nay, what is the use of being able to think, if you have nothing to 
think of? But to be taught to see is to gain the word and thought at once, and both true.  56
 
The sentiment of this speech echoes the quote from the third volume of Ruskin’s  Modern Painters 
found at the opening of the introduction to this work:  
The greatest thing a human soul ever does in this world is to see something, and tell what it 
saw in a plain way. Hundreds of people can talk for one who can think, but thousands can 
think for one who can see. To see clearly is poetry, prophecy, and religion, — all in one.  57
 
As Hewison demonstrates, for Ruskin the cultivation of the ability to draw is the source of the 
ability to see the world clearly. For Ruskin, this clarity of sight is the wellspring of true values — 
including a recognition of both the value of gothic architecture and, naturally, the veracity of 
Ruskin’s theories on restoration.  Throughout the remainder of  ‘The Teaching of Art is the 58
Teaching of All Things’: Ruskin, Sight and Insight , Hewison argues that the power of drawing to 
55 Robert Hewison,  The Teaching of Art is the Teaching of All Things’: Ruskin, Sight and Insight (2017). 1 
56 John Ruskin, “The Cambridge Inaugural Address” in  A Joy For Ever and The Two Paths with letters on 
The Oxford Museum and various addresses 1856–1860 (London: George Allen, 1903). 179-180; Hewison 
2017, 1 
57 John Ruskin,  Modern Painters  Volume III (London: George Allen, 1903). 333; Hewison 2017, 1. 




lead to sight and insight inspired Ruskin to promote the teaching of drawing not only for the elite 
(Ruskin, after all, founded what would become the Ruskin School of Art at Oxford), but even more 
importantly for ordinary laborers — a fact evidenced by Ruskin teaching drawing at the London 
Working Men’s College and by the importance placed upon the teaching of art in Ruskin’s Guild of 
St. George. 
Aron Vinegar: Chatography and Viollet-le-Duc and Restoration in the Future Anterior 
Aron Vinegar identifies a belief in the primacy of drawing within the ethos of 
Viollet-le-Duc that is virtually identical to that of Ruskin. In  Chatography,  Vinegar explores the 
way the importance that Viollet-le-Duc places on the teaching of drawing plays out in the related 
importance that he places on cats. Vinegar writes: 
The first chapter of Viollet-le-Duc’s last and most didactic book  Learning How to Draw 
begins with the section “Two ‘Frères de Lait’ [milk brothers, i.e., boys who share a wet 
nurse] and a Cat.” It tells of two ten-year-old boys, Jean and André. André is the son of 
Mellinot, a distinguished art professor in the French academy, and Jean is the son of 
Loupeau, a handyman on Mellinot’s estate outside of Paris. Both  boys  have  been 
“nourished”  by  the  same  mother, Euphrasie, Jean’s biological mother, and André’s wet 
nurse. Jean  and  André  both  have  a  passion  for  drawing, and Mellinot is pleased that 
André, his son, shows more polish than Jean’s crude and unskilled attempts to put pencil to 
paper. One day, the professor is visited by his friend, Monsieur Majorin a well-traveled, 
self-educated polymath, who is the director of a factory. The adult counterpart to Jean, he 
is brusque, crude, more interested in truth than social niceties and is clearly the 
personification of Viollet-le-Duc’s life-long critique of the French academy, much of it 
centered on issues of drawing. Thus, Learning to Draw is not only an autobiography, but 
also an allobiography Viollet-le-Duc writes himself through multiple others, including 
animals.  59
 
Here, Vinegar identifies qualities of Viollet-le-Duc’s philosophy of drawing that echo the qualities 
of Ruskin’s philosophy of drawing that Hewison identifies — namely that Viollet-le-Duc’s “longest 
and most didactic book” is on learning how to draw, that in this book there is a populist heroism in 
the ordinary working-man’s son being an artistic savant, and that Viollet-le-Duc uses allegory to 





attack the conventional teaching of drawing by the French Academy. The standard teaching of 
drawing is something that both Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc critique. Hewison writes:  
(Ruskin) became the implacable enemy of the official, government-promoted method for 
training artists and designers, the so-called South Kensington system managed by the 
department of Science and Art. This method, based on the laborious copying in shades of 
grey and sepia from printed examples supplied by the Department, seemed expressly 
designed to blind the student to the vividness of nature, while cramping his or her physical 
response.  60
 
The contempt for the standard, government-sponsored teaching of drawing that Vinegar describes 
in Viollet-le-Duc’s  Learning How to Draw  and that Hewison describes in  ‘The Teaching of Art is 
the Teaching of All Things’: Ruskin, Sight and Insight shows a crucially important connection 
between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc. The prevailing belief that Viollet-le-Duc’s ethos embodies the 
“scraped,” idealized approach to the treatment of historic buildings that Morris and Zorzi’s 
“antiscrape” philosophy rallied against would find a logical proof in a drawing ideology that 
exemplified the very rationalized blindness to the vividness of nature that his  Learning How to 
Draw  elaborately rallies against. Indeed, for both Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc there is an 
unwavering emphasis on evoking true perception ( à la Turner)  rather than rationalized 
abstraction ( à la the drawing conventions of the Ecole de Beaux-Arts). Indeed, Vinegar notes: 
“Viollet-le-Duc never attended the Ecole des Beaux-Arts. He was taught drawing at an early age 
by his uncle, Etienne Delécluze, the protégé of Jacques-Louis David, and during the 1840s and 
50s, Viollet-le-Duc taught ornament drawing at the Ecole de Dessin in Paris. When he was briefly 
appointed professor of art history and aesthetics at the Ecole des Beaux-Arts after the attempted 
reforms in fall 1863, his lectures in spring 1864 were disrupted, and he quickly left his post.”  61
Viollet-le-Duc meanwhile taught drawing to ordinary laborers at the Ecole de Dessin for decades.
  As will be shown at the end of Chapter Four, Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc’s shared beliefs on 62
60 Hewison 2017, 3-4 





drawing may well prove the key to not only their theoretical reconciliation in light of Ruskin’s 
private musings in the margins of the  Dictionnaire , but the key to their enduring relevance to 
contemporary Historic Preservation as well. 
In  Viollet-le-Duc and Restoration in the Future Anterior , Vinegar seeks to understand 
Viollet-le-Duc’s approach to the treatment and preservation of historic architecture beyond 
traditional notions of structural rationality. Vinegar writes: 
...the phrase “given moment” occurs in the first sentence of the most infamous and 
enigmatic definition of restoration, written by the nineteenth-century architectural theorist 
and restorer Eugène Viollet-le-Duc. In volume eight of his epic Dictionnaire raisonné de 
l’architectecture française du XIe au XVI siècle he writes, “Both the word and the thing 
are modern. To restore an edifice means neither to maintain it, nor to repair it, nor to 
rebuild it; it means to reestablish it in a finished state, which may in fact never have actually 
existed at any given moment (moment donné).” 
The rub, of course, is the coupling of “finished state” with “given moment.” But 
Viollet-le-Duc perpetually modifies, and in fact undermines, his notion of a “finished state” 
in his entry on restoration, thus the emphasis is thrown back on that fact that “the given 
moment be given is just what is never given in advance.” If we are willing to grant a 
hearing to this interpretation, then the temporality of restoration that Viollet-le-Duc 
outlines in that first sentence should be characterized as “untimely”; a Nietzschean word 
that is never meant to suggest a condition ‘out of time,’ but rather a time that is always in 
excess of any given moment.  63
Vinegar’s assertion that “Viollet-le-Duc perpetually modifies, and in fact undermines, his notion of 
a ‘finished state’ in his entry on restoration” underscores the relativist approach seen in his 
introduction to the prospectus for his restoration of Notre Dame de Paris. Vinegar’s further 
assertion that “the temporality of restoration that Viollet-le-Duc outlines in that first sentence 
should be characterized as ‘untimely’; a Nietzschean word that is never meant to suggest a 
condition ‘out of time,’ but rather a time that is always in excess of any given moment.” 
Incidentally, Vinegar is referencing the same work where Nietzsche sets forth the idea (discussed 
in the introduction to this thesis) that the monumental, antiquarian, and critical historical modes 
must be balanced so that history can become a generative force that carries the best of the past 





into a progressive future. This underscores both Viollet-le-Duc’s important distinction between 
living architecture and ruin and the simultaneous “timeliness” and “untimeliness” at the heart of 
his understanding of what it means to be modern. Viollet-le-Duc’s belief in the living quality of 
gothic architecture, in contradistinction to Ruskin’s view of the noble ruin, is a mark in favor of 
Vinegar’s conception of Viollet-le-Duc’s “untimely” temporality of restoration. 
Vinegar continues: 
From my perspective, it is exactly Viollet-le-Duc’s suspension of “any given moment” that 
makes him so interesting for us now. There are no “givens” and no “moments” that are over 
and above what he has—or for that matter, what we have—to give to them. But 
Viollet-le-Duc’s phrase has been taken as just the opposite. Charles Rosen has recently 
summarized the most widely accepted interpretation of Viollet-le-Duc’s temporality of 
restoration: “For the restorationist, time was conceived as a directional series of 
segmentable points, such that the best access to history became the rational, inferential 
re-construction of a given point or sequence of points on evidence available in the present.” 
In the practical language of restoration, this is meant to suggest that Viollet-le-Duc’s 
purported goal in restoring medieval structures was to create a “unity of style” in a 
supposedly pure state, even if that finished state (for example, thirteenth-century Gothic) 
was part of a structure built over subsequent centuries, and included styles from other eras. 
Most astute commentators, however, including Rosen himself, are quick to point out that 
Viollet-le-Duc never adhered to ‘absolute principles’—and they must add this required 
caveat since Viollet-le-Duc says this himself a few pages into his article in the Dictionnaire 
Raisonné: “the adoption of absolute principles for restoration could quickly lead to the 
absurd.” But these caveats are ultimately construed to reinforce the dominant 
interpretation, not to question it.  64
In this section, Vinegar identifies an important contradiction in the prevailing understanding of 
Viollet-le-Duc’s approach to working with historic buildings. This contradiction hinges on the 
distinction between the temporality of continuum verses the backward looking temporality of 
archaeology. As was discussed in the analysis of this same passage from Viollet-le-Duc in Chapter 
One, when Viollet-le-Duc says of restoration that “both the word and the thing are modern,”  he is 
using “modern” as in  modernity —e.g. subsequent to the Renaissance and protestant reformation. 
This emphasis on the modernity of restoration as a practice, and the subsequent assertion that to 
restore is to “reestablish” a building to a finished state that may have never actually existed in 




history is fundamentally misleading when quoted out of context because, as was also discussed in 
Chapter One, the totality of Viollet-le-Duc’s restoration ethos calls for the restoration architect to 
be simultaneously modern and ancient, empiricist and rationalist, “timely” and “untimely.” 
Vinegar’s “untimely” temporality of continuum is the temporality of simultaneous modernity and 
antiquity, empiricism and rationalism. Vinegar describes this temporality as “implicated,” “ a time 
that is not over there ‘in segments’ —a set of discrete temporal units following each other as 
successive moments in a line or sequence organized in relationship to a distant and stable 
‘present’—but rather a time that we are part of, involved in, caught up in the midst of, but which 
we never quite master, and are thus also apart from.” He concludes: In an age of rampant 
historicism, Viollet-le-Duc was not content to provide an account of architecture that was simply 
“in” history or time, segmented or not, but rather one that opened up a time and history for 
architecture to come.”  65
Françoise Bercé and Bruno Foucart: Viollet-le-Duc: Architect, Artist, Master of Historic 
Preservation 
 
In  Viollet-le-Duc: Architect, Artist, Master of Historic Preservation , Françoise Bercé and 
Bruno Foucart also address the temporality of continuity at the heart of Viollet-le-Duc’s approach 
to working with historic buildings, situating him within a theoretical context that begins with 
discoveries of archaeological sites in the 18th-century, and continues through the subsequent turn 
towards “historic fidelity” in the treatment of historic buildings, the French counter-revolution, 
and the subsequent rise of Catholic renewal and mediaeval romanticism in France.  Within this 66
context, Bercé and Foucart highlight the crucial point that from antiquity through the middle ages 
there was no conception of “restoration.” Indeed, the Latin root of “restoration” means literally 
65 Vinegar 2006, 55-56 
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“to renew.” They argue that this spirit of “renewal” dictated the way old buildings were treated 
from antiquity until the Renaissance, when architects first sought to stop history, turn back, and 
recover (or  restore ) the building styles of classical antiquity that the historical progression from 
classical to romanesque and gothic had evolved away from. Consequently, the great archaeological 
discoveries of the 18th-century (indeed the entire conception of  archaeology as a field and practice) 
were premised not on the future-looking ethos of “making new” that their original builders would 
have embraced, but on the backward-looking,  restoring ethos that began to hold sway with the 
advent of modernity.  67
Bercé and Foucart characterize Viollet-le-Duc as attempting to return to the premodern 
ethos of renewal, in contradistinction to the still-prevailing ethos of  restoration , meaning to recover 
a lost past. It is in this spirit of making new, then, that Viollet-le-Duc approaches his work as 
Inspector General of Historic Monuments. As was discussed in Chapter I, when Viollet-le-Duc 
began the project of caring for historic buildings that had been damaged during the French 
Revolution, he sought to approach the buildings in the same spirit as a mediaeval master would 
have—seeing them as existing in a continuum of construction and an ongoing process of decline 
and renewal.  In this, Viollet-le-Duc makes an important connection to Ruskin’s philosophy: just 68
as Ruskin saw the organicism of gothic architecture as its virtue—man’s response to the divine as 
it was revealed in nature—Viollet-le-Duc saw gothic architecture as a living organism. In the same 
way that the vines and trees that Ruskin so admired shed their leaves and renew them, so too does 









Martin Bressani: Architecture and the Historical Imagination: Eugène Emmanuel 
Viollet-le-Duc, 1814-1879 
 
Building upon Bercé and Foucart explication of Viollet-le-Duc’s restoration ethos, in 
Architecture and the Historical Imagination: Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, 1814-1879 , 
Martin Bressani demonstrates the degree to which inhabiting a historical imagination underlied 
Viollet-le-Duc’s practice and the ways Viollet-le-Duc exemplified the spirit of 19th-century 
revivalism. In the preface to his work, Bressani asserts that retrospective turns have been a part of 
modernism since the renaissance and that the renaissance was the first time that architecture 
sought to step outside of history and, with ostensible critical distance, restored old forms to 
contemporary practice. Building upon this premise, Bressani argues that in the 19th-century, 
architectural historicism more fully and self-consciously exploited the transgressive power of the 
backward glance. Bressani writes:  
With the various historical revivals of the period, Gothic revivalism chief among them, 
architecture conceived of itself for the first time as an  intervention within contemporary 
reality, a corrective to a defective present. Thus, paradoxically, revivalism came to generate 
one of modern architecture’s most original practices. Nowhere is this paradox better 
illustrated than in the work and thought of Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc. Hailed as one 
of the key theoreticians of modernism, he was also the most renowned restoration architect 
of his time.  69
 
Here, Bressani makes his characterization of Viollet-le-Duc overt. The backward architectural 
glance began with the Renaissance but reached the apex of its transgressive power in the 
19th-century where historical revivals, “Gothic revivalism chief among them” acted as 
interventions into and corrective actions of a “defective present.” Bressani identifies 
Viollet-le-Duc’s work and thought as the best illustration of this phenomenon, characterizing him 
as an explicitly  modern theoretician and “restoration architect” (read  practitioner ).  
Bressani’s characterization of Viollet-le-Duc as a theoretician of modernism is vital. 
Indeed, it is necessary to understand Viollet-le-Duc’s work as foundational to architectural 
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modernism if one is to understand him at all. Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire  is an explication of the 
technical aspects of gothic architecture. The  Dictionnaire complements technical studies of 
classical architecture, composed since the Renaissance and truly refined by the 18th-century with 
a gothic counterpart. In so doing, Viollet-le-Duc helps to present the totality of historical technical 
knowledge of architecture to a new generation of architects that will be able to use that knowledge 
to form a truly  modern  architecture. This is what Brooks is getting at in his analysis of the 
influence of Viollet-le-Duc on Sturgis and Wight. This is what Ruskin is getting at in his letter to 
Percy Morley Horder citing Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire  as “the only one book on architecture of 
any value.”  Armed with a comprehensive historical technical knowledge, emerging architects at 70
the end of the nineteenth century were equipped, as no previous generation had been, to draw new 
kinds of architecture out of historic precedent. 
Bressani goes on to analyze the comprehensive nature of Viollet-le-Duc’s work, citing 
Edward Said’s  Orientalism  when he places the  Dictionnaire  in league with an overarching 
all-encompassing aspiration of scholarly work in the 19th century.  Indeed, Bressani’s use of 71
Said’s analysis of European orientalism is a valuable way of understanding the work of both 
Viollet-le-Duc and Ruskin. Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire  and Ruskin’s  Stones of Venice  are both 
obsessive and exhaustive works. The  Stones of Venice , when considered in connection to  The Seven 
Lamps , represents the same striving after a “grand synthesis” manifest not only in 
Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire  but akin to the synthesizing aspiration towards the universal seen in, 
for example, in philosophical work of the same period (e.g. Hegel, Nietzsche, and Fichte). 
The difference between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc’s writings, Bressani argues, is that 
Ruskin’s  Stones of Venice  is a nostalgic, melancholy lament while Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire  is 
manifestly anti-nostalgic because it is meant to be a handbook for bringing dead or dying 
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architecture back to life. The  Dictionnaire  presupposes that gothic architecture  can be brought 
back to life. Ruskin’s nostalgic elegies are suited to the rhetorical format that he employed. 
Viollet-le-Duc’s project is about action, not passive resignation and moralizing elegy. Thus, the 
dictionary format proved the ideal vehicle for conveying Viollet-le-Duc’s message.  Despite the 72
differences in project and format of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc’s written work, Bressani identifies 
an important shared trait in the writings of both men: the use of long digressions to fascinate the 
reader.  Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc are both masters of digression, and indeed some of the 73
meatiest parts of their theoretical discourse are found in seemingly tangential asides. The 
difference between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc’s use of digression lies in political overtness. While 
Ruskin makes his politics and values explicitly clear throughout his work, Viollet-le-Duc’s 
references are “covert, opportunistic, (and) deeply embedded in militarist conversations.”  The 74
covert nature of Viollet-le-Duc’s political commentary will be of vital importance in Chapter Three, 
where Viollet-le-Duc’s treatment of the medieval  bourgeoisie  in the context of his conjecture about 
the construction of gothic cathedrals represents a covert critique of the Parisian  bourgeoisie  of his 
day—one that gets to the heart of the true theoretical disconnect between himself and Ruskin 
vis-a-vis  the Lamp of Sacrifice that will be explored at length in the final chapter. 
The most important feature in the portrait that Bressani paints of Viollet-le-Duc is the role 
of the supernatural in Viollet-le-Duc’s rationalism. Bressani writes: 
...Viollet-le-Duc feels justified in placing reason (or instinct, in the case of primitive people) 
at the center of artistic expression: ‘Imagination would produce only vague and shapeless 
dreams if man did not possess a regulator within, which forces him to give to his fancies the 
semblance of reality. This regulator is reason.’ Only reason—nourished by empirical 
observation—is capable of transforming the monster into a viable being, and, eventually the 
horrible Gorgon into a beautiful mask. THis is the meaning of Viollet-le-Duc’s so-called 
“rationalism”: the capacity to give an air of reality to, or to make natural, the supernatural 
products of our imagination. Reason is defined in the sixth “Entretien” as the “active 
imagination,” as opposed to the “passive,” which is the depository of (poetic) memories. 
The active imagination is the power that can untie the cohesion of the world in order to 
72 Bressani 2014, 237 
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construct a new reality from the memories presented to the mind by the passive 
imagination...It calls forth Ruskin’s famous distinction between the “True and False 
Griffins” presented in volume three of  Modern Painters.  The sculptor of the successful 
griffin, claimed Ruskin, had an intensified perception of life within the natural world, which 
allowed him to create a true hybrid creature, at once “fully eagle and fully lion.” For 
Ruskin, the heightened perception was due to acute observation of nature born from a sense 
of reverence. In Viollet-le-Duc’s case, it was the product of an instinct, an inner drive of 
Promethean nature.  75
 
Here, Bressani reconciles the role of the imagination in the philosophies of both Ruskin and 
Viollet-le-Duc. The distinction that Bressani makes between the active and passive in the case of 
Viollet-le-Duc, however, has the capacity for an even deeper reconciliation between the two men. 
In his letter to Percy Morley Horder, Ruskin wrote: “ For the rest—you must trust your own 
feeling and observation only. My books are historical or sentimental and very well in their way. 
But you must learn from the things themselves.”  If the technological explication in 76
Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire  can be thought of as an active regulator—the facts of historical 
construction—Ruskin’s self-characterized “historical and sentimental” work can be thought of as 
the passive depository of poeticized memory, the combination of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc in these 
roles represents a system for constructing the “new reality” Bressani describes out of the poetic 
past. The polarity that Zorzi established is reconciled when the supernatural products of the 
imagination are made natural pursuant to Viollet-le-Duc’s model and within the bounds of 
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DISCOVERY IN THE DICTIONNAIRE: THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE LAMP OF 
SACRIFICE FOR CONTEMPORARY HISTORIC PRESERVATION 
 
In the preceding three chapters, it has been shown that in Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc’s own words                               
the dynamic between them is marked by nuance and complication rather than polarity. It has been                               
further established that the origin of the now-prevailing notion that Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc are                           
natural antagonists is rooted in an unfair characterization of Viollet-le-Duc’s work that began with                           
William Morris’ reading of Ruskin’s philosophy into his “antiscrape movement,” the diffusion of                         
“antiscrape” principles into Italy through Zorzi’s tract on the restoration of St. Mark’s Basilica,                           
and the codification of the Ruskinian “antiscrape” by Boito’s 1883 Fourth Congress of Italian                           
Architects and Engineers—which became the basis for many of the standards and charters that                           
dictate contemporary preservation practice. In this concluding chapter, this prevailing                   
understanding of the dynamic between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc will be problematized by being                         
put in dialogue with Ruskin’s private musings in the margins of his copy of Viollet-le-Duc’s                             
Dictionnaire . In this marginalia, we discover that Ruskin’s real problem with Viollet-le-Duc had                         
nothing to do with the lamps of Truth and Memory (the problematics related to idealized                             
restorations that we tend to understand as their point of conflict), but rather with the lamp of                                 
Sacrifice (the spirit, rooted in Ruskin’s protestant evangelical Christianity, in which gothic                       
architecture was constructed). This revelation supports the reading, established over Chapters                     
One, Two, and Three, of a complicated and nuanced rather than polarized dynamic between                           
Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc by demonstrating that, in Ruskin’s own mind, the academic community                         



























































John Ruskin, comment reading “glorious -- could he have drawn it!” with a note 






John Ruskin, comment reading “Admirable” with notes of identification, highlighting, and 





John Ruskin, comment reading “Admirable” with notes of identification, highlighting, and 
































John Ruskin, hand-tinting of plates in Viollet-le-Duc’s Dictionnaire with notes and 
drawings, undated 
 
John Ruskin’s Marginalia in his copy of Viollet-le-Duc’s Dictionnaire 
In 1999, John Ruskin’s copy of Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire Raisonné de l'Architecture 
Française du XIe au XVIe Siècle  was brought to the Ruskin Library and Research Centre at 
Lancaster University where it has been a part of the permanent collection ever since. Despite the 
monumental importance of this resource to scholarship on both Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc, 
Ruskin’s copy of the  Dictionnaire  has remained underutilized. James Dearden made a cursory 
study of the resource in his 2012 Oxford Bibliographical Study  The Library of John Ruskin , 




b.c.  A note on flyleaf of vol. 6: ‘study begun for real wild-rose window – Retouched at Beauvais, 
21st July 88.”  Aside from Dearden’s inclusion of the resource, to date no deeper analysis of 77
Ruskin’s marginalia in the  Dictionnaire  has been published. In the summer of 2017, I had the 
opportunity (through the generous support of Robert Hewison, the Historic Preservation Class of 
2018 Summer Prize from Columbia GSAPP, and a Stones of Venice Scholarship from the Ruskin 
Library and Research Centre) to go to Lancaster to begin a comprehensive study of the 
marginalia. What I found at Lancaster was a truly staggering amount of material. Filling nearly 
every page of the  Dictionnaire’s  nine volumes of text with notes, exclamations, hand-tinting, 
sketches, and underlining, it is clear that Ruskin engaged extremely closely with Viollet-le-Duc’s 
work—both as a theoretical treatise and as a practical field resource.  
From John Ruskin to the Ruskin Library at Lancaster: A History of Ownership 
It is unclear when or how John Ruskin acquired his copy of the  Dictionnaire . The earliest 
dated note that Ruskin makes in his marginalia comes from July 21, 1888. Ruskin’s friend Sydney 
Cockerell confirms that Ruskin had the  Dictionnaire  with him while he was working in Abbeville 
the same year. The  Dictionnaire  remained in Ruskin’s possession until his death in 1900. 
Following his death, the  Dictionnaire  (along with the rest of Ruskin’s library and archives) was 
controlled, in trust, by Joan Severn, W.G. Collingwood, and Charles Eliot Norton. Ruskin’s estate 
was gradually sold off in a series of auctions, with Ruskin’s copy of the  Dictionnaire  surviving as 
part of the collection at Brantwood until 1931, when it was sold at Sotheby’s in London (Lot No. 
123) to an unidentified buyer for 3 pounds 5 shillings.  The  Dictionnaire  found its way to Boston, 78
where where it was purchased by Dr. Derek Linstrum, an architectural historian at the University 
of Leeds, in 1974. The Ruskin Foundation acquired the  Dictionnaire  from Dr. Linstrum in 1999 
and brought it to Lancaster.  





The Scope of the Marginalia 
Over the  Dictionnaire’s  ten volumes, Ruskin creates 888 distinct instances of marginalia. 
Of these 888 distinct instances, there are 17 general types of marginalia that Ruskin makes: 
underlining of text, vertical lines along sections of text (seemingly to highlight or draw emphasis to 
a particular section), question marks, notes identifying certain buildings or elements of buildings, 
historical notes, analytic notes, editorial notes and comments, reference notes, interjections into 
the text, exclamation marks, strikethroughs drawn across sections of text, questions to self, notes 
to self, brackets drawn around sections of text, the letter “X,” drawings in the pages of the text, 
and hand-tinting of Viollet-le-Duc’s engravings and plates. Ruskin underlines parts of the text 151 
times. Ruskin draws vertical lines along sections of text 390 times. Ruskin writes question marks 
next to sections of text 11 times. Ruskin makes notes identifying certain buildings or elements of 
buildings 148 times. Ruskin makes historical notes (indicating years of certain buildings, etc.) 20 
times. Ruskin makes analytic notes about what Viollet-le-Duc is writing 41 times. Ruskin makes 
editorial notes and comments 4 times. Ruskin makes reference notes, pointing to other parts of the 
Dictionnaire  11 times. Ruskin interjects a note or comment into the text 3 times. Ruskin writes an 
exclamation mark or multiple exclamation marks in 16 different instances. Ruskin draws a 
strikethrough across sections of text 3 times. Ruskin poses questions to himself 7 times. Ruskin 
makes notes to himself 31 times. Ruskin draws distinct brackets around sections of text 22 times. 
Ruskin writes the letter “X” beside sections of text 5 times. Ruskin makes elaborate drawings in 
the pages of the text 16 times. Ruskin hand-tints Viollet-le-Duc’s engravings and plates with 
watercolors on nine separate occasions. In addition, Ruskin makes long notes at the beginning of 
each volume and creates his own extensive subject indexes and sets of reference notes and citations 





In the most general and immediate way, where Ruskin makes his marginalia and where he 
makes no marks gives the academic community an insight into Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc’s areas 
of shared interest. Ruskin makes some kind of marginalia in entries on 79 distinct subjects. They 
are:  Abaque (the slab forming the uppermost part of a column),  Abside (Apse),  Accolade (Brace), 
Accoudoir (Arm Rest),  Alignment ,  Ange (Angels),  Animaux (Animals),  Arc (Arch),  Arcature 
(Ornamental or Blind Arches),  Architecte (Architect),  Architecture ,  Ardoise (Slate),  Armoiries 
(Arms),  Base (Base of a Column),  Cathédrale (Cathedral),  Chapelle (Chapel),  Chapiteau 
(Capitals),  Charpente (Framework),  Château (Château, Feudal Fortress, Stronghold),  Choeur 
(Choir),  Claveau (Keystone, Archstone),  Clef ,  Cloche (Bell),  Clocher (Steeple, Belfry),  Cloitre 
(Cloister), Colonette (Colonnade), Console, Construction - Aperçu, Construction - Voûtes (Vaults), 
Construction -  Materiaux (Materials),  Construction -  Developments ,  Construction -  Civile (Civil), 
Construction -  Militaire (Military),  Contre-Fort (Counterfort, Buttress),  Corniche (Cornice), 
Cul-de-Lampe (Pendant),  Dais (Canopy),  Dallage (Paving with Flagstones),  Diable (Devil), 
Donjon (Dungeon),  Échelle (Ladder, Scale),  Eglise (Church),  Epi (Herringbone, Ear of Corn, 
Cluster of Flowers at Stem, Arrangement of Bricks),  Fenetre (Windows),  Flore (Flowers),  Gable , 
Grille (Grillwork),  Hotel-Dieu (Hospital),  Lanterne-des-Morts (Lantern of the Dead),  Loge 
(Loggia),  Lucarne (Skylight),  Maison (House),  Manoir (Manor),  Marbre (Marble),  Meneau , 
Menuiserie ,  Niche ,  Palais (Palace),  Pan  de  Bois (Wood Panel),  Peinture (Painting),  Pierre (Stone, 
Calculus),  Pilastre (Pillaster),  Pilier (Pillar),  Porche (Porch, Portal),  Porte (Door),  Profil (Profile), 
Proportion ,  Redent ,  Rose (Rose Window),  Sculpture ,  Style ,  Temple ,  Tombeau (Tombs),  Transsept 
(Transept),  Trinité (Trinity),  Trumeau ,  Tympan ,  Vierge (Virgin), and  Vitrail . 
The type of marginalia made within these subjects provides an additional level of insight in 
assessing the relative significance of the marks that Ruskin makes. Underlining text or drawing 




was interested in what Viollet-le-Duc was writing in a certain place, but in the absence of a more 
meaningful note, such marks offer no deeper insight. Similarly, the indexes and general notes that 
Ruskin makes at the beginning and end of each volume offer an additional layer of insight into 
Ruskin’s areas of interest and research methodology but don’t go much deeper. The drawings that 
Ruskin makes in the pages and the way he hand-tints certain engravings and plates offer proof 
that Ruskin carried the tomes of Viollet-le-Duc into the field with him. One can imagine Ruskin 
sitting on the beach with a volume in his lap, sketching ocean waves in the blank pages at the back 
(as he does in Tome III). One can clearly picture Ruskin sitting along the canals in Venice, making 
detailed drawings of a  palazzo  across the water (as he also does in Tome III, likely during his final 
trip to Venice in 1888). One can even see Ruskin sitting in Cathedrals across Europe, hand-tinting 
different plates to capture the way the “golden stain of time” appears on the capitals of columns 
(as he does in Tome I) or the way stained glass diffuses light (as he does on an engraving in 
Viollet-le-Duc’s entry on  Fenetre  near the end of Tome II). Clearly, the scope of the marginalia is 
far more extensive and worthy of far subtler analysis than can possibly be achieved in the space of 
a master’s thesis. This fact demands that the scope of my analysis be limited to those instances of 
the marginalia most relevant to historic preservation. Fortunately, Ruskin makes the job of 
discerning which aspect of the marginalia is most significant relatively easy by making one 











John Ruskin, the first page of Ruskin’s identification of Viollet-le-Duc’s “great flaw” 





John Ruskin, the second page of Ruskin’s identification of Viollet-le-Duc’s “great flaw” 




Here , the Great Flaw in the Man!  
In Volume 8 of Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire , within the section on Sculpture, Ruskin 
writes, across the top of page 137, as if in a scream “ HERE  THE GREAT FLAW IN THE 
MAN!” and he highlights a long section of text. The text that Ruskin highlights reads: 
For cathedrals, if the chronicle discusses their construction, they refer to the whole 
population, moved by religion, bringing the stones and building the cathedral as if led by a 
special grace. However, can we really imagine urban populations, tracing, carving and 
building up the stone into edifices like the Chartres Cathedral, like the Paris or Reims ones, 
and these same city-dwellers taking chisels and sculpting the stone into the myriad of 
figures on these cathedrals? Can we really imagine these bourgeoisie and workers leaving 
their commerce, industries, affairs for ten to fifteen years, and probably living off of nothing 
but fresh water with their wives and children, upheld only by their religious passion ? 
Obviously, even the story of Orpheus is more plausible. It’s however on this grave 
foolishness that many judge these artworks; as if faith, as pure as it is, could teach 
geometry, tracing, construction, the art of sculpting clay or stone, and even give bread to 
thousands of workers for years.  79
 
There is a palpable incredulousness on Viollet-le-Duc’s part in this passage. He characterizes all 
archival accounts of the construction of cathedrals as referring “to the whole population, moved by 
religion, bringing the stones and building the cathedral as if led by a special grace.” Viollet-le-Duc 
is insinuating that the church chroniclers had an agenda in characterizing cathedral construction 
this way, simplifying a complex (and in all likelihood at least partly secular) process into a direct 
result of the power of religion. Viollet-le-Duc invites his reader to question this standard narrative, 
writing “can we really imagine urban populations, tracing, carving and building up the stone into 
edifices like the Chartres Cathedral, like the Paris or Reims ones, and these same city-dwellers 
taking chisels and sculpting the stone into the myriad of figures on these cathedrals?” 
Viollet-le-Duc invokes the names of the greatest French cathedrals in order to evoke both their 
exemplification of the very highest achievements of medieval architecture and to invite doubt that 
this mastery could have been achieved by throngs of inspired amateurs.  
79 Eugene Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, “Sculpture”  Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture française du XIe 




This invitation to doubt is coupled with a political aspect when Viollet-le-Duc continues: 
“Can we really imagine these bourgeoisie and workers leaving their commerce, industries, affairs 
for ten to fifteen years, and probably living off of nothing but fresh water with their wives and 
children, upheld only by their religious passion?” Viollet-le-Duc’s invocation of the medieval 
bourgeoisie  seems calculated to evoke in the imagination of his contemporary reader the 
bourgeoisie  of France in the second half of the nineteenth century. Viollet-le-Duc is playing on the 
tensions between city and country that were then playing out not only in France but across the 
globe with unprecedented masses of people being forced into cities as agrarian economies gave way 
to industrial ones. By evoking the  bourgeoisie  of Napoleon III and Haussmannian Paris, 
Viollet-le-Duc is luring his reader into a latent understanding that the  bourgeoisie of all ages is 
fundamentally self-interested. His immediately-following quip that “Obviously, even the story of 
Orpheus is more plausible” is calculated to crystallize the reader’s discredit of the standard 
narrative. “It is however on this grave foolishness that many judge these artworks; as if faith, as 
pure as it is, could teach geometry, tracing, construction, the art of sculpting clay or stone, and 
even give bread to thousands of workers for years.” The conclusion of the passage prepares 
Viollet-le-Duc’s reader for the scenario that he finds more likely — that some kind of professional 
force was behind the construction of the great cathedrals of France. 
This is an acutely acerbic passage on the part of Viollet-le-Duc, and it must be understood 
that the incredulity towards lay associations manifest in it is by no means categorical. 
Viollet-le-Duc had a generous understanding of the power of communal organization and even the 
bourgeoisie  of medieval Europe. In his Lectures on Architecture, for example, Viollet-le-Duc (in a 
somewhat surprising agreement with Karl Marx) identifies the origins of modern democracy in the 
medieval commune and makes positive accounts of the advent of the secular atmosphere in 




of skilled workers. Viollet-le-Duc had a clearly articulated understanding that this process of 
urbanization and secularization from late antiquity and the low middle ages into the high middle 
ages (the same period of time where Ruskin identified Viollet-le-Duc’s expertise) resulted in a 
parallel advancement of architecture from the squat and relatively unsophisticated romanesque to 
the pronounced verticality and technical sophistication of the high gothic. Viollet-le-Duc attributed 
this transition to the joy of the individual laborer in the free exercise of his intellect and of the 
freedom of the individual to form lay associations where skill and craft could be honed and 
implemented in collective projects, like the cathedral.  The interesting intersection between 80
Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc here lies in their shared belief in the importance of the joy of the 
individual laborer—a belief that Viollet-le-Duc attributes to secularization while Ruskin attributes 
it to religion. 
Ruskin’s Theory of the Lamp of Sacrifice 
Viollet-le-Duc’s conception of a secularized collective comprising a professional force that 
erected the cathedrals flies in the face of Ruskin’s theory of the “lamp of sacrifice” found in  The 
Seven Lamps of Architecture . Indeed, the “special grace” that Viollet-le-Duc mocks is the very 
basis of Ruskin’s theory of Sacrifice. Ruskin is explicit: “It is not the church we want, but the 
sacrifice; not the emotion of admiration, but the act of adoration; not the gift, but the giving.” The 
sacrifice, the act, and the giving are precisely the kind of “special grace” that Ruskin believes 
would mobilize a community to use its most precious resources—material and immaterial—to erect 
a cathedral.  For Ruskin, it is precisely the implausibility that the urban middling class of any 81
generation would make that sacrifice, it is precisely in the dearness of the resources that are being 
sacrificed, that the transcendence of gothic architecture is explained. It is the very sacrifice of these 
80  See Volume I of Eugene Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, “On the Restoration of Notre Dame de Paris” in  The 
Architectural Theory of Viollet-le-Duc: Readings and Commentary (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1990). 




things that makes the cathedral possible. Where Viollet-le-Duc cites the geometry of the cathedral 
as evidence of a professional force behind its construction, Ruskin would cite the cathedral itself as 
evidence of the power of sacrifice to render the masses capable of the requisite geometry. 
Ruskin’s driving aphorism in “The Lamp of Sacrifice” is that “domestic luxury is to be 
sacrificed to the national magnificence.” In this aphorism, the domestic can be understood as the 
individual and the national as the communal. Where Viollet-le-Duc implies that the aesthetic and 
structural sophistication of Reims Cathedral is evidence that a mass of untrained townspeople 
could not have possibly erected it, Ruskin would argue that  that very aesthetic and technical 
sophistication stands as a testament to  the power of a religiously-motivated collaborative effort . 
Where Viollet-le-Duc would count the myth of Orpheus as more likely than the possibility of the 
bourgeois individual to suspend the practical considerations of self-preservation in the interest of 
national, communal magnificence, Ruskin would counter that such a suspension is what made 
possible the real magnificence we now behold in stone. For Ruskin, it is an article of faith that 
“classes of men of naturally opposite feelings,” Viollet-le-Duc’s  bourgeoisie , considered the lilies of 
the valley, did not labor or spin, and allowed the “very special grace” of God to clothe them in more 
splendor than Solomon. 
From Whence to Whither 
For well over a century, the prevailing understanding has been that Ruskin and 
Viollet-le-Duc equivocate on the Lamps of Truth and Memory — the problematics involved in 
idealized restorations. A close reading of Viollet-le-Duc’s own published theory reveals that not 
only does he advocate many of the same principles as Ruskin, even more importantly it reveals that 
Viollet-le-Duc championed principles like a caution against adding new forms, an incredulousness 
towards conformity to a “period of significance,” and the importance of “watchful” care and 




as uniquely Ruskinian, years before Ruskin ever published a single word. Indeed, the closer we get 
to the dynamic between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc, the basis for a polarized understanding of their 
attitudes towards restoration becomes more and more clearly unfounded. Ruskin himself published 
no categorical attack on Viollet-le-Duc in his lifetime, instead he explicitly praises Viollet-le-Duc in 
multiple instances and relies on Viollet-le-Duc’s work as a constant reference. Conversely, as was 
discussed in Chapter Two, Viollet-le-Duc makes no reference to Ruskin at all.  
The disconnect between Ruskin’s abundant public praise and relatively scant private 
critique of Viollet-le-Duc sheds light on what is likely a degree of jealousy and rivalry on Ruskin’s 
part. We see this jealousy and rivalry play out tacitly when Morris’ antiscrape movement, 
championed in Venice by Zorzi, results in the codification of Ruskin’s ethos in Boito’s Congress of 
Italian Architects. Perhaps Ruskin saw no need to mention the value of his dead colleague’s 
contributions to the field...the absence of a true attack on Viollet-le-Duc in Zorzi’s tract would by 
no means suggest a mandate to do so. Perhaps Ruskin saw his chance to immortalize his relevance 
and influence and is complicit in his silence. Perhaps it’s a bit of both. In any event, Ruskin’s 
private revelation that  this ,  here — the lamp of sacrifice — is where “the great flaw in the man” is 
tells us that, in addition to the abundance of textual and physical evidence, in Ruskin’s own mind 
the academic community has been looking in the wrong place. Part of Ruskin’s problem with 
Viollet-le-Duc may well have lain in the few true, subtle theoretical differences that underscore the 
delineation between the different roles of the architectural interpreter and the architectural 
scientist. The larger problem, the one underscoring the true divide—at least in Ruskin’s 
mind—has to do with religious spirit, an arcane ruskinian article of faith sitting at the heart of the 
fatal “flaw” that he sees in Viollet-le-Duc. 
And here we are offered the opportunity to see with clarity, for the first time, a deep and 




movement: religion. For Ruskin, this manifests in the pure Christian spirit that he sees in gothic 
architecture. For Viollet-le-Duc, this manifests in the immutably enduring relevance of the 
Catholic Faith, the emblem of which is gothic architecture, that results in the “unhistorical” 
temporality of his approach to the treatment of historic architecture. “All restoration is a lie” for 
Ruskin because it replaces the proofs of this spirit with mere modern models. “The word and the 
thing are  modern ” for Viollet-le-Duc because he sees himself as not a “restorer,” but as the 
inhabitant of a historical imagination that perpetuates the living architecture of an immortal faith. 
The opportunity to see this foundational religious impulse demands a reappraisal of the relevance 
of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc to contemporary Historic Preservation. In our secular world, bald 
religious zeal can have no proper role in informing the way we work with historic buildings. This 
fact is further obviated by the diversity of cultures and faiths that international charters, many of 
which are rooted in Ruskinian principles thanks to Zorzi and Morris’ “Antiscrape” movement, 
make claims on the architecture of.  
And so, what are we to do? If the real conflict between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc hinges 
on an arcane religious question, should we allow Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc to have a continued 
influence on preservation at all? To throw the baby of Ruskin or Viollet-le-Duc away with the 
bathwater of religious zeal would be to commit the crime of an excess of Nietzsche’s critical 
historical mode. Yes, this thesis is a project of dragging the history of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc 
before the tribunal...but it is not so much undertaken in the interest of condemning them but rather 
of weighing this new evidence against our prevailing understanding of them. After all, as 
Nietzsche writes: “ every past, however, is worthy of being condemned – for that is the nature of 
human things: human violence and weakness have always played a mighty role in them.”   82






Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, plate showing a night raid on the ramparts of 





The key to Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc’s enduring relevance to Historic Preservation may 
well lie in their shared belief in the universal value of teaching drawing as a tool for sight and 
insight. In the eighteenth-century, Kant and Burke put forth the notion that the “sublime” was the 
perception of the power of nature to destroy viewed from a safe distance. The safe distance 
rendered nature’s destructive force a source of awe rather than terror. In the increasing congestion 
and flux, upheaval and strife of the nineteenth century, such a critical distance proved increasingly 
untenable. Viollet-le-Duc was himself fascinated by the point of maximum tension in all things. His 
illustrations throughout the  Dictionnaire  reveal a fascination with the breach in fortifications 
during medieval siege warfare while his paintings of Mt. Aetna reveal a terrified excitement at the 
volcano's immense, generative power. The breach and the volcano are the place of 
potentiality—they are the point where new forms are forged.  
In turn, Ruskin rejected what he called the “gentleman picturesque” painting 
tradition—itself predicated on Kantian and Burkean notions of the beautiful and the sublime. 
Robert Hewison writes: 
During the 1840s, as Ruskin began to see for himself, his social as well as his critical 
conscience began to be troubled. The decaying walls, the tumbledown hovels, the ragged 
clothes of beggars whose interesting textures made them standard subjects of the 
picturesque were more than mere intriguing challenges for the artist’s eye and pencil – they 
were real signs of decay and distress. The success of Ruskin’s father in the sherry trade 
meant he was comfortably off, but the evidence of his eyes made him uneasy. In 1845 he 
wrote to his father from Italy about the difficulties he was having as an artist – in this case 
with the art of poetry: 
 
“I don’t see how it is possible for a person who gets up at four, goes to bed at 10, eats ices 
when he is hot, beef when he is hungry, gets rid of all claims of charity by giving money 
which he hasn’t earned – and those of compassion by treating all distress more as 
picturesque than as real – I don’t see how it is at all possible for such a person to write 
good poetry.” 
 
‘More as picturesque than as real’ is the key phrase, and it is what lies behind his evocation 
of man in nature in a Highland scene he describes in  Modern Painters : ‘At the turn of the 
brook I see a man fishing, with a boy and a dog – a picturesque and pretty group enough, 
certainly, if they had not been there all day starving’ (7.269). 
 
From man in nature it is a short step to man in society, and it was through art that Ruskin 
made that progression. In this case, it was through what Ruskin called the ‘magnificently 




into the field of architectural criticism by his Protestantism, which led him to oppose the 
High Church tendencies of the Gothic Revival, but he found that he could not understand 
architecture without understanding the society that collectively produced it.  83
 
Both Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc were invested in leaving the privileged distance from the 
sublime—literally and figuratively. In the figurative sense, both men shunned picturesque 
convention in favor of artistic practice premised on real perception. In their shared commitment to 
democratizing drawing, manifest in Ruskin teaching it to working class Londoners at the London 
Working Men’s College and in Viollet-le-Duc’s teaching it to working class Parisians at the Ecole 
de Dessin, we see their literal departure from the safe distance from the sublime realities that each 
man’s privilege could have easily spared them.  
 










Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, Restored view of the theater of Taormina, painted 
shortly after he completed his painting of Mount Aetna in 1839. Note the the way 
amphitheater seems to emerge from the terrain itself, mirroring the physicality of the 
volcano he painted immediately before 
 
This process of removal from a privileged vantage point and direct engagement with the 
realities of nature’s power has a direct counterpart in the gothic architecture that both men so 
admired. One of the quintessential motifs of gothic sculpture is the morphing of organic forms into 
architectural forms. The reflection of the natural world in gothic architecture is one of the 




Viollet-le-Duc’s shared belief in Ruskin’s “Nature of Gothic” is seen in his lifelong interest in the 
liminal space at the transition between one natural form and another...the monsters, the  gargoyles 
that result when one animal is spliced into another...the budding vines that morph into attacking 
cats...the architectonic forms that become the crowns of saints and martyrs. Ruskin and 
Viollet-le-Duc’s examples of the true and false griffin that are mirror images of each other.   84
 
Eugène Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, Restoration of a statue of St. George at Château de 
Pierrefonds, circa 1867 
 
In Viollet-le-Duc’s statue of St. George slaying the Dragon, at the point where George’s 
foot is closest to the beast, the saint’s foot is shown to be morphing into a beast’s hoof. Here, 
Nietzsche provides another valuable maxim: “He who fights for long with monsters might take 
84 See Aron Vinegar’s “Gorgons to Centaurs: Viollet-le-Duc’s Imaginary Transformism at Pierrefonds,” a 




care lest he thereby become a monster; and if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also 
into you.”  As one gets closer to the subject in the sublime landscape, one takes on the terrified 85
apprehension of the starving father and son. When one leaves the safe distance that affords a 
sense of awe rather than terror, one necessarily takes on the monstrous emotions of one at the 
breach where potentiality resides—the fear and the trembling along with the joy and the thrill. 
The power of gothic architecture lies in its meditation on these emotions, being for both Ruskin 
and Viollet-le-Duc the sublime architectural amalgamation of an infinity of natural potentialities, 
the sum of which amounts to a relevance that transcends mere religion. In humanity’s terrified 
apprehension of the “storm cloud of the nineteenth century” (as Ruskin put it), both Ruskin and 
Viollet-le-Duc championed the power of historic architecture to provide reassurance and 
counterpoint.  The gothic cathedral standing in the midst of the chaos of the modern metropolis is 86
a touchstone, a monument to humanity’s perseverance in the face of unremitting flux and a 
man-made amalgamation of natural motifs into a sublime architecture. In this light, 
Viollet-le-Duc’s anthropomorphizing St. George finds its complement in Ruskin’s “Guild of St. 
George” — in both, we see the relevance of preserving historic architecture take on the 
significance of social consciousness. In the end, that which unites Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc is far 







85 Friedrich Nietzsche,  Beyond Good and Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the Future  (New York: Oxford 
World’s Classics, 2009)  
86 John Ruskin, “The Storm-Cloud of the Nineteenth Century. Two Lectures Delivered at the London 
Institution February 4th and 11th, 1884” in  The Complete Works of John Ruskin Volume XXIV - Our 






A RICH AND LOVELY COMPLICATION 
 
When I came upon the surprising revelation that, in Ruskin’s own words and in Ruskin’s 
own hand, his real problem with Viollet-le-Duc had to do with the Lamp of Sacrifice rather than 
the Lamps of Truth or Memory, the necessity for a close re-appraisal of the dynamic between them 
became immediately apparent to me. Because Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc are taught as polarized in 
terms of their attitudes towards restoration, I began there. Upon close examination, the prevailing 
understanding of a polarity between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc along these lines has surprisingly 
little basis in textual or physical reality. In terms of a textual basis for polarity, I have shown that 
Ruskin’s overwhelming tendency in his published work is to be professionally cordial towards 
Viollet-le-Duc—praising his  Dictionnaire  as “the only book on architecture of any value” and 
relying on Viollet-le-Duc as a constant reference throughout his work. What little criticism Ruskin 
does seem to make of Viollet-le-Duc comes almost exclusively in private correspondence and diary 
entries, only two of which truly demonstrate any actual contempt on Ruskin’s part. These private 
criticisms are interesting, and enrich our understanding of Ruskin’s identification of 
Viollet-le-Duc’s “great flaw” within his marginalia, but they do not amount to a true, categorical 
attack — especially not an attack on the basis of restoration. Conversely, Viollet-le-Duc’s utter 
silence about Ruskin makes the search for the root of the polarity and antagonism that 
preservationists tend to attribute to the dynamic between the men even more unfounded.  
In terms of a physical basis for polarity, a “smoking gun” remains elusive. Yes, 
Viollet-le-Duc’s most “inventive” restorations (those at, for example, Carcassonne and the  Château 
de Pierrefonds) are worthy of scrutiny. However, given Viollet-le-Duc’s emphasis on deep archival 
research, his expert knowledge of historical engineering, and his commitment to identifying 




shown that Viollet-le-Duc’s restorations are not necessarily worthy of the categorical 
condemnation that they have been met with by preservationists. Indeed, I would argue that given 
Viollet-le-Duc’s mastery of historic building techniques and his basis for “new inventions” in 
extant historical examples, even Carcassonne and the  Château de Pierrefonds have come to acquire 
Ruskin’s “golden stain of time” in the century that has passed since their execution. Further, 
Viollet-le-Duc’s interventions are now themselves valuable art-historical records, testaments to the 
spirit of the nineteenth century in the living tapestry of gothic architecture. In any event, 
Viollet-le-Duc’s restorations of  Carcassonne or the  Château de Pierrefonds would be the “smoking 
gun” if Ruskin or the antiscrapers referenced them...and yet they did not. Despite the enormity of 
Ruskin’s marginalia in Viollet-le-Duc’s  Dictionnaire , he makes no comment or mark of 
consequence in the section on restoration. Indeed, Viollet-le-Duc is never even named by William 
Morris in the founding of his Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings — George Gilbert 
Scott is his constantly-named villain. The real origin of the prevailing notion of polarity seems to 
come (rather unjustly given the measuredness with which he is treated) with the publication of 
Zorzi’s tract decrying the restoration of St. Mark’s Basilica. Although Zorzi says explicitly that he 
has never criticized Viollet-le-Duc in the single reference that he to him in the tract, Viollet-le-Duc 
likely died before ever even learning of its publication and he has consequently come down on the 
wrong side of history in a polarity that is truly “scrape” vs. “antiscrape” rather than Ruskin vs. 
Viollet-le-Duc. 
By revisiting Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc in their own words, and by seeking the 
surprisingly elusive root of the prevailing perception of opposition between them, we shed light on 
a rich and lovely complication instead of a true polarity. Yes, Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc are 
different —but not profoundly so. Upon close analysis, that which unites these founders of the 




the value of historic architecture as a tangible connection for individuals, peoples, and civilizations 
to their past. Both men were united in the belief that to preserve historic architecture was to 
conserve cultural heritage as a vitally important counterpoint to the flux of a 
relentlessly-modernizing world. Both men sought to democratize historic architecture, emphasizing 
the importance of teaching pioneering drawing techniques to ordinary laborers rather than merely 
perpetuating standard drawing conventions to the elite. Both men left the safety of a privileged 
distance and engaged at close range with the monstrous emotions of human existence in an 
increasingly unhuman world by joining the wretched figures in their sublime landscape—playing 
St. George to the monsters of modernity and, like Viollet-le-Duc’s statue at  Pierrefonds, taking on 
elements of the monstrous in the process. 
By closely reappraising Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc, and by using this close reappraisal as a 
way into understanding why religious spirit is where Ruskin sees the “great flaw” in 
Viollet-le-Duc, this thesis has demonstrated some of the drives that inspired the preservation of 
historic architecture at the beginning of the movement. The best of those drives —the 
democratizing and humane impulses— are eternal, “still real, as indisputable today as on the day of 
completion” (to borrow Viollet-le-Duc’s expression). The worst of them —the religious 
sectarianism and intolerance— can be nothing but irrevocably archaic. Our task as preservationists 
is to discern what the enduring relevance of Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc is to contemporary 
preservation. This thesis, as a prolegomena to the project of forming a comprehensive 
understanding of the significance of Ruskin’s marginalia in Viollet-le-Duc, lays the groundwork 
that makes the realization of that task possible.  By recognizing the complication and nuance that 
has always existed between Ruskin and Viollet-le-Duc, we as preservationists are empowered to 
lead the field into a greater efficacy—one born through deeper theoretical self-knowledge and 




Viollet-le-Duc, resisting the temptation to cast these thinkers as tidy in their mutual exclusivity 
and embracing the shades and nuance between their different but not polarized approaches. By 
proceeding from this prolegomena into the bigger project of understanding the whole of Ruskin’s 
marginalia, we as preservationists will have the opportunity to reconcile, at last, the principles of 
two of the founders of our movement by channeling the noblest of their drives into a new ethos, an 
ethos that will allow us to fulfil our mandate to preserve the historic building so that, sharing in 
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